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	1. Meeting Jack Frost

I've always been one to choose sun over snow. My ideal temperature is somewhere between 65 and 75 degrees - that's Fahrenheit people, I'm from the U.S. However, even _I_ know it's not Christmas without a blanket of the stuff covering the ground. That's why the blinding reflection I get when I glance outside makes me smile on December 23rd. Last year we had a carpet of _grass_ on Christmas, it didn't even snow. It feels like Mother Nature decided to dump her PMS where I live. Michiana, southern Michigan/Northern Indiana to those of you who don't live here, is infamous for our fickle weather patterns. Right at the end and edge of Tornado Alley we get the occasional twister, but more often than not it's just sirens and false alarms. We've also been known to have 60 degree weather and snow all in one week. Heck, last year I remember a day where within a few hours I saw sun, rain, snow, wind, and sun again... all out one window. I stopped playing in the snow daily years ago, but it still brings a smile to my face when I see the stuff falling near Christmas.

My little brother was playing outside in our front yard. I was inside on my computer - big shocker - and keeping an eye on him through the windows. He was attempting to make a snowman - and failing. All the snowmen we've ever crafted were basically piles of snow with a scarf around them and a wooden nose painted to look like a carrot, so far, this one was no different. All of a sudden he came racing in through the front door and up to me, not even bothering to take off his boots or anything - meaning there was now clumps of slush pooling on the hardwood. But the way he's acting makes me ignore it for a moment.

Bouncing up and down with excitement, he looked like he might actually explode. I'm used to this excitement when he has something to tell me. Usually I don't find the same excitement - unless it's news of when one of our shows are gonna come back for the next season, then I get even _more_ excited than him. In any case, he'll never tell me what has gotten him excited until I actually ask.

"Tori, guess what!" Eyes nearly bulging out of his head with how wide they are, I figured that he's seen a rabbit - some live in our yard - or he finished the snow-lump and want's me to come see.

"What?"

"You'll _never_ guess who's in our yard!"

"Santa Clause?"

"No."

"Oh, I'm sorry, I should have said North."

He looked at me with an expression that said I'm not stupid and said, "That's the same person, Tori."

"I know, bud, I was making a reference. Ok, who's in our yard?"

"JACK FROST!"

I froze. Caeden doesn't play jokes on me, at least not of this caliber. He loves me too much, me being his favorite after all. We saw Rise of the Guardians last year like most of the worlds population, and we both loved it as much as all the other movies we've seen together, Wreck-it-Ralph and Hotel Transylvania among them. I fell in love with it more than him though. Jack was, mutually, our favorite character in the film. For Caeden it was because he was the Guardian of Fun. For me it was - to quote How to Train Your Dragon - that I looked at him and I saw myself. I see many similarities between Jack and myself, as I do with the majority of my favorites, for that very reason. Caeden knows that I like Jack far more than he does. Jack's mortal death, demeanor, personality and mannerisms called to me like a bug zapper to flies. I became an almost instant fan-girl, faving scores of fanarts of him specifically on deviantArt and even reading a fanfiction voluntarily... I don't ever do that.

I can tell that I actually _respect_ Jack for the fact that, every time I'd imagined talking to him - which I do with every favorite or original eventually - I don't imagine myself as the Storymaker. The Storymaker is my all-powerful self persona, where I can go into worlds and speak to any character I want, either within the story or in a pocket dimension, sometimes in my own. I will, often snap my fingers and alter said world and... yeah, all-powerful. I've _never_ done that with Jack. With Jack I've always been me, only me. Not the Storymaker, not a possible character in his story... just me. That shows I respect him that I am simply being myself when speaking to him. Which only makes me like him more.

Caeden knows this. That's why I know that he wouldn't try to prank my like this. He'd only tell me if Jack were really there, in our yard. It didn't cross my mind that it might not actually _be_ Jack Frost, but somebody pretending, Caeden's smart enough to realize if it wasn't. I know that Jack was really outside. That's why I froze. "Go back outside - keep him there - don't let him leave." I said, almost throwing my laptop in my haste to get up to my room. "And don't tell him I told you to." I rushed past him and up the stairs to my room. Yanking on a pair of sweatpants over top of my pajama bottoms, _Jack Frost is outside_, tugging on an extra pair of socks, _Jack Frost is outside_, smashing my feet into my boots - only zipping them up halfway in my haste - _Jack frost is outside_, and grabbing my coat, thrusting my arms through the sleeves as I nearly fly downstairs. I dared to hope - to believe. Jack is there, I know he is. Only after I am outside and can hear Caeden talking to someone - Jack - did I hesitate.

I didn't hear anyone else talking. The only voice was my brother's. _No... _I refused to let my mind wander down that possibility. _ Jack frost is outside. _I walked around the side of the house and I saw my brother. He was wearing his snow-suit, his boots, his gloves, his hat. His cheeks were red from being almost face first in the snow for the past hour. But I saw no teenage immortal. No blue hoodie, no bare feet, no old-world leggings, no white hair, no staff, no mischievous grin... No Jack.

Caeden was smiling and laughing at something Jack said. He noticed me coming towards them and said, "Jack's gonna help me build a snowman - a real one! One with a belly and a butt!" He laughed at his own use of the word butt. "I _told you_ Jack was here!" Turning to the air to his right he said, "Jack, this is my sister, Tori. See, I told you she'd want to meet you. You didn't believe me." He didn't notice my expression. He laughed again - probably from Jack's special snow. I forced a smile upon my face... my eyes held their own expression though. He didn't notice. I was struggling not to cry. What he _did _notice is that I didn't look at Jack, only at him. "Why are you looking at me?"

Before I could answer he looked to his right again, and I knew Jack was speaking, so I didn't. Caeden frowned. "What do you mean?" he said to the air. "Of course she can see you! Tori believes in everything! She saw fairies when she was little, she's seen Santa - well North - she believes in you more than I do!" It was even harder now to hold my tears in. "You see him, don't you?"

I swallowed around the lump in my throat and gently shook my head. "No... I don't. I'm too old."

"You're nineteen, you're not old. You're a kid still." Caeden is only nine - ten - I keep forgetting that his birthday was ten days ago, he doesn't realize yet that, when you reach a certain age, it doesn't matter how much, how hard you believe... you just don't get to see.

I barely heard his protests and I trudged inside. I barely made it to the couch, absently kicking off my boots on the way. I collapsed into the cushions and began to cry harder than I care to remember. What he said was right - I _do_ believe more than him. I _do_ believe in everything. When I was little I _did_ see Santa, when I got older I found out it was a family friend. I still believe that there is a Santa though, or at least there was once. I _did_ see fairies, at least that's what I thought they were. When we lived at our old house, almost every night since before I can remember, as I was falling asleep, I saw these lights drifting down from my ceiling. They were like fiber-optic dust-motes that seemed to evaporate about a foot and a half above my head, they were all the colors I've ever seen, and they shifted from color to color. I always felt safe when they showed up and I can never remember having a nightmare when they were there. One night I told my mom about them and asked if she could see them. She said yes, but when I ask her now she doesn't remember. The moment I asked her every single one became red. I only ever saw them once after that... years later in our current house, the number greatly diminished and very faint... it felt like good-bye.

And I _do_ believe in Jack more than Caeden does. And it broke my heart to not be able to see him. It breaks my heart every time I see the hope of _real magic_, in any form, only to have it swept out of my reach. I had really thought that this time would be different. Had really thought I'd be able to _see_ Jack. And it breaks my heart that I was wrong. Eventually I feel a cool breeze and I look up. On the window, written in frost were the words "Are you ok?". I sniffed and wiped the undersides of my eyes free of tears. My cheeks were soaked.

Out loud I said, "Honestly no." My voice was hoarse and squeaky from crying, but I didn't care.

The words seemed to melt away as they were replaced with ones that read "Why are you crying so much?"

My smile was as weak as my laugh. "Because I don't see you, don't hear you. He wasn't lying when he said I believe in everything. To be perfectly honest, I believe in _you_ more than I believe in God." I shook my head, feeling hopeless. "I really thought that'd I get it this time."

"Get what?" the frost words replaced the previous ones.

"Magic. I've been waiting to _really_ experience magic my whole life. I've been waiting for it to come back for 12 years." I let out a breath, weaker than a sigh as more tears crept into the corners of my eyes. "I thought this time wouldn't end in my heart breaking." My friends only ever see strong emotions from me, either happiness or anger, never any emotions hinting at weakness. This was why. My heart has broken so many times in my life that my every day self is stronger, emotionally, than most people I know. It is only when I throw strengths to the winds that I descend to those weaker emotions. I always hope that it wont, but it always ends the same way. A broken heart. Yet my belief has never wavered. My hope has never been dashed. I've never stopped wishing for magic. I've never lost my faith that magic will come back to me. Despite my many heart breaks.

"You still believe in me, even though you don't see me?" Though the words were merely written, I could almost hear the disbelief in their tone.

"Of course I do. Just because I can't see you, just because I can't hear you, doesn't mean you're not there, not real. Air exists, but I can't see or hear that - unless it's moving or dirty. Why wouldn't you?" I'd initially sounded surprised as I began my reply, the surprise turned into slight outrage and then to adamant belief.

The glass stayed clear as the minutes trickled by and I started to think that he'd either left or was called away. Then words crept across the panes. "I came here because I felt belief in me stronger than even my family. I thought it was your brother." the words sat there for a moment, then they were joined by one more sentence. "Now I think it's you."

I laughed mirthlessly. "Makes sense. That's what happens when you devour books. When you stubbornly hold on to your childhood magic long after those around you... That's what happens when you keep believing heart break, after heart break, after heart break... What doesn't kill you makes you stronger right?"

"I can help you see me. It'll take a snowball though."

"No! I don't want any special snow..."

"Why? I can tell you want to see me more than anything. Why not?"

"Because it feels like cheating. I want to see you. I want to see your hoodie, our staff, your hair, your smile, you... But I can't... Getting one of your snowballs feels like getting a gift I don't deserve, and that I know I don't." I shook my head again. "I may have grown up enough to know that, but the part of my childhood I treasure more than _anything_ is my ability to believe in _everything_, and to appreciate everything separately. I've sewn that scrap of the blanket into my business suit. And it's never going away. I just, can't get help, because I feel that, if I do, I'll be cheating because I had my chance. I'm not a kid. I'm nineteen years old... older than you..." My shaking head now hinted at despair. "The closest I deserve is this, talking through glass. Unless I do it on my own, I don't deserve it."

"Fair enough... feel better now?"

I smiled genuinely now. "Yeah."

"Good, because fun and sadness don't mix."

"I thought that was fun and _fear_." I said, jokingly.

"Ha, ha, very funny. You wanna come out and have a snowball fight?"

"I thought you were helping Caeden build a better snowman?"

"That works too, you coming?"

I was already pulling my boots back on - zipped up completely this time - as I said, "Duh!" I run out the door as fast as my feet could carry me. Around the corner, right where I left him is my brother. Poor Caeden, he looked confused, and I don't blame him. His sister, who is the most creative person he knows, who believes in everything, didn't see the Guardian of Fun. And then I cried. I never do that. "Hey, are we making a snowman or what?" I said excitedly. A smile instantly lit his face.

"YES!" His reply was like a triumphant one. Like he won a prize or something. As I saw the snow in our yard magically roll itself into three large balls, I realize that he did. I mean, how many kids have you met that can say they built a snowman with Jack Frost? I thought so. The snow was swept up by an isolated wind that spun it into a tightly packed ball. The biggest was right near the huge evergreen in our yard. Yes, we have our very own, permanent, Christmas tree. Anyway, we rolled the middle ball over, heaving it up on top of the butt ball. Then Caeden went over and picked up the head and I helped him center it on the belly ball. I wrapped the scarf around the neck as he put on the eyes and nose. I saw two sticks floating towards us and realized Jack had found the arms. He stuck them into our snowman's sides. I put his buttons on as Jack added his hat. Caeden and I stepped back to look at our creation.

"I have to say, Jack. You make one good snowman." The main reason all of ours had been lumps is because neither of us had ever mastered the art of butt and belly ball making... the best we could make was a lump with the head ball. "Then again, you are one, but..." I said jokingly and with a smile. I heard a faint laugh aside from Caeden's and my own, and my smile grew a bit wider. _I'm getting there._

It snowed all through Christmas. It started Christmas eve at about 8:00pm and kept snowing until about 10:00pm on Christmas day. The snow was perfect. Just enough to keep it looking fresh, sparkling in the sunlight, but not so much as to block the roads or for it to start melting into slush, or freezing into ice. That snow was always my favorite part of winter. Yes, I did say I prefer sun, but I never said I hate winter. I actually _do_ like it. Just not when the snow melts, then winter is ugly. When it is pristine and calm and ethereal... it's like a completely different world. That's when I like it.

Two days after Christmas our parents were back to work and I was watching Caeden again. Nick, our other brother, was spending some time with his mom. I'd visited my dad on Christmas day, having spent the Eve with my mom. If you haven't guessed yet, my parents split a while back. But it's all good. I have such a huge family now, I don't feel like I'm lacking at all. Caeden's only my half brother, Nick's my step. That doesn't mean we aren't close. Caeden and I that is. I love my brother, I really do. He's a mini me, and a total boy all rolled into one. We watch cartoons together, play games together, go out and do fun stuff together. We also fight, we _are_ siblings after all. But we make up really soon after.

For the past four days, Caeden had been relentlessly asking if - and when - Jack would come back. Not around anyone else of course. He'd only asked when it was just the two of us in the room. Every time he'd asked I'd simply said, "I don't know." I knew Jack would come back, eventually. I had no idea when though. I sort of figured that he'd wait until Christmas was over, but I wasn't sure if he'd wait 'til the new year had rolled in. Turns out, we didn't have to wait long, because right about noon there was a faint knocking sound on the window and the words "What are you doing inside?" wrote themselves in frost on the living room window. Caeden and I ware bundled up and out the door in two minutes flat.

Caeden launched himself at the air where I assumed Jack was. The air seemed to catch him for a moment before he stood back on his feet. I meandered over to the two of them, having to follow Caeden's eyes to figure out where Jack was. Caeden spoke up, "Jack want's to know if you still can't see him." I'd very faintly heard Jack's words as he said them, as if from a great distance, and the only reason I'd heard was because I was downwind.

I shook my head as I said, "Nope, but I can kind of hear you now. But probably only because it's quiet now. If we get loud I probably won't be able to." I could feel him smile at the news I could hear him, albeit faintly.

"What are we gonna do today, Jack?" Caeden knew, while the Spirit of Fun was here, we wouldn't get anything less.

"..._I was thinking a snowball fight..._"

"Sounds good to me!" I said as I ducked underneath the evergreen and began to pile snow for a semblance of defense. As I built more and more magically added itself, and perfectly round snowballs were piling themselves next to me. The same was happening to Caeden. "Jack, stop helping me, help Caeden, he needs it more." I said quietly, so only Jack would hear. Caeden had bad depth perception, which, in turn gives him horrible aim. He really _does_ need it more. Plus, my brother, sadly, is often hopeless when having to construct things without help. Unless hid building tools are Legos, then it's a different story. Our blockades finally done and our ammo stocked we stared each other down, waiting for the first move.

Suddenly, two snowballs came flying out of nowhere, one at each of us. Of course, Jack _would_ throw the first shot. Caeden and I opened fire on each other and Jack. Again, I had to follow Caeden's eyes to find Jack, I also payed attention to where the snowballs neither of us had thrown ere coming from. Laughter filled the air, and I was sure Caeden got hit with a few special snowballs because he was laughing harder than ever. All too soon it was getting late. "Alright guys, time! Mom's gonna be home soon and she's gonna be suspicious if she sees a few dozen extra snowballs flying around. Plus, mister," I said, directing my next comment at Caeden specifically, "I can see the cold on your face. You are redder than you are in summer. Time to warm up. Sorry, Jack." I said as Caeden half dejectedly trudged towards me. "We gotta call it a night. See you later!" _Hopefully, I actually _will_ see you._

That night, I felt a cold breeze from over by the window as I was playing on my computer. I got up and went over to my window, only to see some of the most beautiful frost patterns on it, surrounding the word "Tomorrow?" Being careful to not disturb the frost patterns, I wrote, underneath it, "Yep." For added effect, I also put this face ^^. I walked back over to my bed and put my night-time playlist on as I pulled up the covers and fell asleep. As I drifted off I thought I heard, "_See you tomorrow..."_

I woke up, glad that it was a Wednesday because I didn't have to work. I went downstairs to my brother's room and shook him awake. It was about 10:00am so everyone else was already gone for the day, I was surprised he'd slept in so late, he's usually up before I am.

Blinking he sat up and said, "What..."

"Jack said he's coming today." In an instant, Caeden was up off his bed and throwing on warm clothes. I chuckled as I walked back up the stairs to my room to do the same. I noticed a new set of words -well, numbers - on my window as I walked past "10:30". Smiling, I pulled on about five pairs of pants, increasing in thickness as I went, two pairs of socks, three shirts, plus a hoodie. I went and sat in the living room as Caeden came out looking like the Stay-Puft guy in his snowsuit. We had our gloves and hats in our hands as we waited for jack to make his appearance.

At 10:25, I said, "Let's go out and wait for him outside." We put on our hats, pulled up our hoods, put on our gloves and our boots. Jackets were the last things to go on as we walked out into the snow covered ground. In the other yard today, we were playing underneath the big tree when Jack swooped in out of nowhere, shaking snow from the branches and nearly burying us. A laugh followed the raining clumps of snow and I knew: It. Was. On.

We immediately launched into a snowball fight that lasts for hours. And we didn't run out of snow either, Jack took care of that. After a while I noticed that my car was crusted in Ice-Melt from slush getting sprayed up on it, and I started hurling snowballs at my car. Caeden joined in and, eventually, so did Jack. By the time my mom got home at 6:00 that night, my car practically sparkled. That night went the same as the previous, with jack leaving a note and me replying. However, this time I told him to meet us over at the school down the block from my house.

The next morning, Jack was already there when Caeden and I pulled up toting sleds. The school had a huge hill behind it that was perfect for sledding. We always came here when we felt like busting out the sleds, it's free and, frankly, better than the official sledding hill at the park. Caeden decided to go first, flying down on our two-person sled. I chose the round sled and took off after him. I saw Jack's staff skimming over the ground near me and realized he was boarding. After going down the hill a few dozen times, I sat up at the top as Caeden repeatedly wore ruts in the snow, I needed a break. I started secretly making a stash of snowballs while I sat. Once Caeden came back up the hill I started pelting him until I ran out of ammo. He tried to fight back but I grabbed one of the sleds and flew down the hill, way out of range. My escape ended with me landing in some bushes and laughs tearing out of me. I'd landed with one leg tucked up under me and one arm over my face, which was the main cause of my laughter. I unfolded myself, still laughing, and flipped over to see Caeden flying towards me. I saw that he'd miss me so I didn't move, I did, however, make a snowball to hit him with when he landed. And hit him I did, right in the middle of his back. "Hey!" I was too busy laughing to comment.

Another snowball fight broke out between the three of us, with Jack creating more ammo for us as we exhausted the snow around us. I threw at Caeden and at the air, thinking I might, at some point, hit Jack. And hit him I did. I threw a snowball and it seamed to splatter mid air... and then hang there. Caeden gasped. I had a hand over my mouth to try and keep from giggling. All of a sudden, a blue snowball flew at me and hit me smack dab in the middle of my face. I wiped away the snow, blinking, a smile still on my face and laughter ringing in my ears.

I froze with my eyes still closed. It was Jack laugh alright... but it wasn't faint anymore. It was loud and it was close. Carefully, so that they wouldn't notice, I reached for the nearest snowball. I began to smile more as I opened my eyes. My hand closed on the snowball and I zeroed in on Jack. I launched the snowball, yelling, "Screw cheating!" The snowball hit dead-center on his face. He sputtered as he wiped the snow from his face. His expression was caught between confusion and wanting to laugh. I jumped up from the ground. "You used one of your special snowballs!" I wasn't angry, getting hit with one of Jack special snowballs made sure of that... but I wouldn't have been anyway. I meant it when I'd said screw cheating. I could see Jack now.

The hair, the hoodie, the staff, the leggings, the bare feet, the eyes, the smile. Everything. _I could see Jack!_ My smile almost didn't fit on my face. "Jack, I can _see_ you!"I was laughing harder than I could remember... and I was crying. They were happy tears. I'd always thought, that, if I ever got wings, or a way to fly, that's when I'd be crying happy tears... but, _magic came back to me_. Jack and I sat - hovered in Jack's case - there with huge, goofy grins on our faces. Poor Caeden didn't know what was going on, so he stood there with a confused look on his face.

Before I could explain to Caeden what was going on, Jack cocked his head to the side and frowned a little. "I gotta go guys, sorry. There's an avalanche that I need to take care of." He waved good-bye as he flew off.

There was a message waiting for me that night on my window. "Tomorrow?" There wasn't enough room on my window to explain, so I spoke instead, hoping he was close enough to hear, as I didn't see him around. "I have to work tomorrow, I won't be home 'til late and my next day off is Tuesday... see you then?" My response was met with silence and I figured that Jack was out of range, so I wrote down my message and taped it to the window, facing outwards. I went over to my bed and went to sleep. I was _not_ looking forward to work.

Two hours in and six to go. Back drive-thru really got tedious sometimes. No one bothers to tell you when the line's moving, so you can't leave the window or people pull past and then we have to run the money back and fourth... why are people so stupid, I mean, honestly. When I say "Your total is whatever, pull around to the first window." What makes them think that the window with the giant number two on it is the first one... seriously. Plus we've been down twenty people since before I started almost a year ago, so that means, when you're in back drive, you take the orders, take the money and wash the dishes... that's supposed to be three different people's jobs...

However, today was fairly slow, so I actually had time to get the dishes done... Is it sad when you get excited to do dishes? Anywho, that's what I was doing, the dishes, when it got way colder all of a sudden, and the breeze wasn't coming from the freezer which was next to me. I shook the water off my hands and moved so I could look at the window, thinking it had slid open or something. What I saw was Jack waving at me from the other side of the glass. My jaw dropped. I grabbed an armload of trays and brought them over to the window. I started lining them as I spoke to Jack, window still closed.

"What are you doing here?" I didn't open the window because, if one of the managers were in the office, then it would look weird for me to randomly open the window when there were no cars.

"Can you open the window?"

"Sorry, when the next car comes I'll open it, otherwise I'll get in trouble."

"Where's the fun in playing it safe?"

I chuckled and kept on lining the trays. Soon I heard the tell-tale beep that told me a car was at the menu waiting to order. I went through the nearly mindless steps of taking their order. As they began to pull around I opened the window and bent down to turn up the space heater. I felt Jack fly over me into the store. I straightened and finished off the order, taking the money and closing the window. After the drawer clanged shut I went back to the dishes. "Jack, what are you doing here... at my work?"

"I decided that I wanted to see you at work... How do you keep from going crazy back here?"

"Usually? By singing whatever pops into my head, or working on my stories. Oh, and by angrily talking to the air." At his confused look I elaborated more. "Half the people who come through the drive thru are unbelievably stupid, and, I can't tell them that to their faces, so I say it back here where no one can hear me." I placed a huge smile on my face.

He walked around the room at the back, then tapped the big door at the back with his staff. "What's in here?"

"Freezer. This little door next to it leads in too, like a little window. I have _no_ idea what that's for though."

He grinned wickedly as he opened the smaller door and flew in, shutting it behind him. Inwardly, I sighed. Outwardly, I smiled. I couldn't wait to see the prank he was sure to pull. In any case I went back to work on the dishes. Just because Jack was here didn't mean I was about to get fired, I hate having a job, but I do need money, so, what're you gonna do. Right as I was getting into the dishes, my headset beeped again. I swear it's the most annoying sound in the world. I took another order, and right as I was about to go back to the dishes, another car came... then another... and another... and another. Next thing I knew we were wrapped around the building. I, of course, couldn't leave the window. A car could pull up and not see me, then they'd pull forward because they didn't know they were supposed to wait, and didn't know that we have other work to do than standing in a little, itty-bitty room just waiting to make their day better... Can you hear the sarcasm in my tone? Eventually, since no one had opened the freezer, Jack came out, probably out of boredom, and saw me about ready to bang my head against the wall.

I used to draw on receipt paper when we got like this and I didn't have trays to line, but I didn't have a pen back there today, and I'd gotten in trouble for it a few times, so I didn't do it often. I was, to put it simply, bored. I turned so that neither the customer nor the camera would see me talking and said, "I won't blame you if you leave out of boredom. I would but I'm getting payed, so I guess that's some consolation."

We walked into the window and looked out at the car next to it. "How often do you get kids coming through?"

"Considering we sell kid's meals? A lot."

He hmm-ed and stayed there as the line _finally _moved. I took the money for the next car and, miraculously, the line kept moving. The next car pulled up and I took the money. I could see a kid in the backseat playing with some toy. The kid looked up and I waved at them. They waved back, and then there eyes got huge. Jack pushed his face in between me and the window and grinned back at the kid. He frosted the window of their car and drew a bird that hopped into the kids lap. I found it the most hilarious that the mom was oblivious to the whole ordeal.

He did that for the next few hours whenever there was a kid in the car, Jack made a frost picture to give them a little fun while they had to wait in line. I ended up smiling almost all day. I love it when little kids are happy - unless they're snots, then I hate it when they're happy, because they need to learn to be nice. Jack had to leave about two hours before my shift ended, which was, coincidentally, right about the same time I got my break. Yay.

For the next months Jack came to see Caeden and I at least once a week, even if only for a few hours. To be honest, I enjoyed it more than Caeden. I knew that eventually he'd grow up and Jack would be nothing but a story from his childhood... just like everyone else. I think that's one of the reasons Jack and I became such good friends. We'd met when I was an adult, so there was no chance I'd chalk him up to childhood imagination. I'd never do that anyway, I hold too strongly to my stories for that to happen. Jack and I were more alike than I'd originally thought. Aside from the fact that we'd clung to our childishness long past the norm, we both liked seeing kids happy, with smiles on their faces. We both loved playing pranks and, well, what some would consider being mean, occasionally. We also both hid our negative emotions behind smiles. Not that they occurred often.

Most nights I went to bed with a frost note from Jack telling when he'd most likely show. I didn't mind in the slightest.

School had started up for me again, a full week after Caeden. I was about nine weeks into school and March was half over. Which meant winter was almost over. I was worried about how Jack and I would keep in touch through the summer. He'd fast become one of my best friends. It was like, if one of my ocs had come to life. I knew if any of them ever did I'd be friends with them almost instantly... it was the same with Jack. I didn't want to spend a whole year waiting for a friend to come back... after all, long distance relationships, whatever the type, rarely last... I didn't want to loose Jack.

I told him this, one Friday night after I'd got home from work. He laughed it off, as he always did with more serious subjects. He told me he'd be my friend no matter what and to calm down. I took his word for it, I knew he'd keep it, and pushed the trepidation aside.

Jack told me that it was going to be an early spring this year, which just meant more rain than snow in the next month or so. Precipitation likes to do whatever it wants here, regardless of the temperatures. I'd actually miss the snow this year, in part because, with spring coming early, the snow wouldn't be slush for as long, and partly because snow meant Jack. No. _Frost_ meant Jack, there didn't have to be snow for there to be Jack. I could accept that.


	2. Becoming Story Tale

I was driving home from class the last week of March. I'd stayed a little later and stopped by the library to get some books. Spring break was about to start and I needed reading material. On my way back, a freak storm came out of nowhere, which is, sadly, fairly normal here. It got stupidly dark for 6:00pm and the rain was so hard I could barely see the road. Of course I was on back roads and the road dropped off a few good feet on either side. I made sure there was no one else around before pulling out my phone and leaving my mom a message saying that I was looking for somewhere to pull over, I'd try and wait out the storm, and if I wasn't home when she got there that's why.

I was still driving, still looking for a place to pull over where I'd be able to get back on the road later when someone came at me barreling down the center of the road. I pulled the wheel to the right trying to go around the idiot when I felt my car tipping. My heart stopped and I swear I could feel adrenaline flooding through me. I threw myself the other way but it didn't work... my car fell over the side of the road, and landed a good fifteen feet away. After crashing through trees and falling about ten feet down, I was pinned... and of course my phone was now out the window in the rain.

"Shit..." I breathed. I tried to slither out from under the steering wheel, but it was no use, and all it did was send a shooting pain through my everything. I hurt... like, a lot. It hurt to breathe. Half frozen rain was pelting me in the face, as my window was now in shards - wait, frozen. "Jack!" I tried yelling, but it came out more like a croak. I winced at the pain my speaking had caused. "Jack, please..." _Please hear me._ I sat there, stuck and realized that no one was coming, no mortal anyway, my _only_hope was Jack. _I believe in Jack Frost. I believe in Jack Frost... I believe... in Jack Frost..._ It was harder to breathe now, and I struggled to stay awake. _No!_ I wasn't about to die before reaching twenty. I was not going to die before seeing the world... before leaving nowhere.

Then, I realized something.

For years, I'd promised whoever was listening, whoever _would_ listen, that, if I could get magic one more time, I'd live the rest of my life the same as everyone else. I'd have a mundane job, never leave Niles, MI, settle down get married have kids... if only I could have magic once more. I realized that I got magic, my promise was coming true. Since I'd met Jack, I'd worked at my mundane job, I'd stayed in Niles, and I'd gone to community college... in effect settling down... I'd just always thought the rest of my life would have lasted longer. Turns out I was wrong.

Tears crept out of my eyes as my vision dimmed.

Being dead was weird. I was vaguely aware of what was happening back by my body, but everything was a blur of the colors and the sound was warped and kind of distant. It was like looking through a cloudy kaleidoscope , but underwater. I wasn't pinned in my car anymore, I was sort of next to it, but I couldn't tell exactly where. After sitting for a few moments I saw a blue and white blur drop in from the direction of the sky and land by me.

_ "Tori!"_ It was Jack's voice. I saw him reach down and do something, before pulling something out of the dark blur that used to be my car... I think it was me. _"No... no!" _Jack curled into a ball and sat for a minute. Then he jumped up and started yelling at the sky. I looked up and saw that the moon was out. _Tsar Lunar... Many._ I'd never realized that, if Jack was real, so was the man in the moon. _"Bring her back! Make her immortal, like you did with me!"_

I heard Many reply. His voice was deep and velvety... and calm. _"Why?"_

_"Because she deserves it! She doesn't deserve to die now!"_

_"Why do you say that, Jack Frost?"_

_"Because she..."_ He paused. I was stunned at the conversation these two were having. Jack wanted me to be immortal. _"She hasn't had a chance to do one tenth of what she's capable of. She has the makings of a guardian. She cares about kids. She likes making them smile. She hasn't done what she was meant for yet..."_ Jack had sounded defeated as he said every word. He sounded just like I had when my heart had broken when I couldn't see him, back when we'd first met. How I would have felt if I'd not been able to see him after the summer.

_"I know you've seen her, Many. You see everyone, especially strong believers. She's the strongest I've felt in decades, if not centuries. How can you just let her die?"_ Tsar Lunar did not reply.

The next thing I knew, my eyes were snapping open. My real eyes, I was back in my body. Jack was still staring at Tsar Lunar, looking furious and desperate and sad beyond words, and yelling his head off. I heard Many's voice in my head, _"Your name is Story Tale... welcome back."_ I gasped. Not because I'd heard him, not because I was immortal, I wasn't that stupid as to not realize what had happened. I gasped because... the legend that I was, was what I'd always thought I would be.

Jack whipped his head around. "Tori!" He ran over to me as I sat up. "You're okay!"

I looked around at the scene. My car was mangled, my stuff strewn around. I looked down at myself. My clothes were almost as wrecked as my car, but there wasn't a scratch on me, nor was there a bruise. I wasn't in pain at all. _I really am immortal._ "Not exactly, Jack."

He looked at me, confused, and said, "What do you mean?"

I held out my hand and said, "It's nice to meet you, Jack Frost. I'm Story Tale, the spirit and feeling of stories" I smiled gently. Jack still looked confused. "I died Jack... Many brought me back."

Jacks expression changed. I couldn't read it, there were too many emotions in it to describe. He hung his head. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I didn't get here sooner, I'm sorry you..."

"Why are you sorry? Jack... I'm immortal. I'm the spirit of stories! Jack, I can do everything I've always wanted to do, waited to do - I don't have to wait anymore!" I reached around and ripped the Omni-Pod off of my back. I stared at the device that had kept me alive for the past fourteen years, almost to the day. "Jack... I'm not diabetic anymore." I started laughing so hard I cried. "I'm not diabetic anymore! I don't give a shit that I had to die for it... this is worth it! I can _see_ the world now. I can take as much time as I want because I have eternity! I can become Jenner, or at least his personal job anyway. I can save the world's magic before humans destroy it in their stupidity. I can see it all... I can experience it... and I don't have to worry about anything! I can spend the rest of eternity writing my own story!" I was standing now. I was elated. "Jack, that's all I've ever wanted, was to write my own story, and not have to imagine the entirety of it. To experience it firsthand. Thank you!" I nearly tackled him, as I launched myself at him in a hug.

When I finally let go of him I turned towards the moon. "Thank you, Tsar Lunar. For giving me my one wish." I was crying. Tears of joy, but I was still crying. Jack looked at me with a mostly amazed expression, though there were a few other emotions in there as well. A smile slowly grew on his face.

"So, what do you wanna do first? I mean, you _are_ immortal now. What do you do when you find out you can do anything, no consequences?" Jack asked me.

I said with little hesitation, "I see the world." Jack and I stood up. He offered me his hand and I reached out to take it. "Oh, wait!" I went back over to my car and broke off the side-mirror. I held it up and took a look at myself. "Hmm... I thought more would have changed." I looked mostly the same, skin tone was the same, features the same. My eyes were now black as opposed to dark brown. My hair was tri-tonal now, though. Where it used to be brown (dyed a reddish color), it was now peppered with black and blonde strands. The blonde was like the color of old paper. From far away it'd probably look metallic as a whole. I noticed where my veins could vaguely be seen, they were no longer a blue color, but black. "Hmm." I picked up a shard of glass from my window and pricked my finger, and sure enough, the blood oozed out black... like ink. I lifted my finger and sniffed. Gone was the metallic smell of blood, it smelled like ink now. I snorted.

"What?" Jack said.

"I have ink for blood... how weird is that?"

He shrugged. "No weirder than a man made of Dreamsand or a seven foot tall bunny that can talk and carries boomerangs." I laughed along with him.

"True." I gathered up a few of my things from their strewn about positions, emptying my bag and re filling it with the few things I wanted to keep. I then took Jack's hand. "Can we go back to my house first?"

"Are you sure about that? Tori... you shouldn't see your family so soon after... you know how this works."

"I know." I did. They'd grow up, grow old. They'd die, and I wouldn't. "I just want to get a few of my things. I don't know all my powers yet, so I don't know what I'll need... plus there are a few things I want to keep. I also want to get all my money from the back after it opens tomorrow, so we have to stick around long enough for that." I looked down at myself again. "And I need a change of clothes. It would not do well for Story Tale to meet other immortals dressed like a bum. And I need to start spreading my story... no one's gonna believe someone in a t-shirt and jeans is the spirit of stories."

He laughed at my tone, which was a joking one. "Well, after your house what're we gonna do. We'll still have, what, twelve hours to kill?"

"I have no idea. How about we make it up as we go? That'll make for a fun story."

We were at my house, Jack had snuck me in through my bedroom window. I'd crept down the stairs and closed my door, partly to keep the cats out, partly to keep anyone else from overhearing any disembodied voices. "I keep forgetting that I'm invisible now." I said to Jack as I packed a few bags.

"Not to every one. So, what's Story Tale gonna look like?"

"Well, we have a few options for that." I said walking over to my closet. I pulled out a gothic style dress that was actually a costume. "For when I need to look... eccentric. You had the cloak and vest for years before your uniform change. I plan on changing when I see fit." I grabbed my green winter jacket, and my boots, stuffing them in a bag with my pajamas. I put the dress in the bottom of my suitcase. I grabbed a few tank tops and other shirts, a few pairs of shorts, two pairs of jeans, non-hobo styled ones, and a pair of flip flops and put them on top of the dress. On top of those, I put a few long sleeved shirts , another pair of boots, a pair of sandals, and a pair of sweat pants. In another bag I put the few keepsakes I was going to take with me. My sketchbooks, a few other pieces of my art, my jewelry and jewelry making supplies (I figured I could sell those over the years, somehow), my quill pen made from a real feather, some of my favorite books out of my personal collection: _Just Ella_;_ Arabian Nights_;_ I, Coriander_; _Grimm's Complete Fairy Tales_; _Wreck this Journal_; _Swan Sister_; _Scary Stories to tell in the dark, More scary stories, _and_ Tales to chill your bones_; the three books I owned of _The Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel _series; book one in the _Shadow Children_ series; all my books in the_ Pendragon_ series; my _Harry Potter_ books; _Holes_; and _Acheron_. I also had my I-pod and charger, as well as a flash-drive with all the pictures I'd had saved on my computer, as I was leaving that. The last of my keepsakes were pictures of my family and real friends. Oh, and one stuffed animal; a horse that'd I'd named Cowboy years ago. I'd had him as long as I could remember, he'd been there through hard times, I figured he still should. One last thing I took was my guitar, Meizie.

While Jack was taking my bags out of the window I snuck downstairs and into Caeden's room. I went over to his bed and gently shook him awake, secretly relieved when my hand didn't go through him. "Caeden. Bud wake up, it's me."

"Huh?" he said still mostly asleep.

"Bud, listen... I gotta go away for a while... for a long while. I'm... I'm going with Jack."

"Can I come too?"

"No, bud... I'm going with Jack 'cause I'm like him now... I'm... I died bud. I'm like a Guardian. I just have to take the oath." I smiled at him, trying not to cry. Why was this so hard? "I love you bud. Tell anyone you want about me. I'm Story Tale now. I'm that feeling you get when you're really into a story. Book or movie. I'm that feeling that authors and artists and musicians get when they're creating their art, their stories. I'm the magic that you can find in stories... so don't ever stop loving stories, ok? If you do that then I'll always be here." I hugged him and went out into the hallway. Jack was standing at the bottom of my stairs, arms folded and staring at me.

"Story."

"I had to say goodbye Jack. Wouldn't you have said goodbye to your sister if you'd had the chance?"

He sighed but nodded. "Yeah... Alright, lets, go."

Before we left I wrote a note, my own sort of will-and-testament. It read:

_Mom,_

_I'm sorry I had to go. I know you're gonna miss me. Know this: Tori Rodriguez may have died, but I'm still alive. I am stories now, just like I always told you. Know that I can finally live exactly as I always wanted. I just can't live here. You need to let go, but please don't be sad. I love you I really do... but I can't be here anymore, not for me, not for you. I told Caeden goodbye... don't worry about him, he knows that Story Tale will always be with him so long as he never stops loving stories. Give him my Ronald McDonald doll. Give Ruby to a diabetic girl who needs her. Give Angel to someone who needs her too. Do that with all of my animals. Give my clothes away. Sell my art if you want, or keep them. Make sure grandpa's bear stays in the family. Tell dad and Chris I love them. And Mellissa, and Nick, Michael and Richard too. Grandma, Chase, Alyssa... all of them. I took some of my things with me, things I needed to keep. You don't need to have a funeral. Just a memorial for who I was. Make sure to celebrate who I still am. Tell stories, read books, sing songs, watch movies... anything to do with a story, do it, as often as you can. And make sure to have fun while you do it. Smile. I love you mom._

_~Story Tale, your daughter who always was part of a story._

I wiped tears from my eyes as I placed the note on my bed, "Mom" written in metallic green marker so she'd be sure to find it. "I didn't think it'd be this hard." I said to Jack.

"I know."

I took one last look around my room, painted all the colors of the rainbow, filled with a lifetime of trinkets and clutter. I heard my cats scraping on my door and knew that my mom would wake up to let them up to my room. I made sure my light was off before I turned to Jack. "Lets go." We jumped out my window, buoyed by the wind so our landing was soft. Jack flew back up and closed my window. I grabbed my bags as Jack grabbed my suitcase, his staff tucked under his arm. "You don't happen to have an extra room at your place do you?"

"Yeah, crash as long as you need." I'd been joking. His acceptance of me, his willingness to help, made me speechless which is a rare occurrence for me. "My place is kinda cold though. So you might need that jacket of yours."

"South Pole?"

"No, a little farther north actually, but yes, Antarctica." He held out his free hand to me once more. "Shall we?" I reached out and took his hand. The winds lifted us into the air, Jack leading the way. As we flew I managed to forget about my feelings for a moment as I took in the feeling of flight.

After dropping off my things we flew back to Niles, by then the sun was rising. "Three hours 'til the bank opens... what you wanna do?"

"I don't know. You wanna try and figure out what your powers are?"

I turned his trademark wicked grin against him then. "Oh. Yeah."

I ran deeper into the woods we'd landed in, coincidentally, right behind my old high school, and close to one of my friends houses. Jack right on my heels. I found a clearing and stopped in the middle. Brandywine creek was on one side of the clearing, highway visible through the trees on the other side of it. I took a deep breath and lifted my arms. _I am Story Tale. I am stories. I am a story. I am the writer of stories. I can make any story a reality. Anything is possible when you create a story._ I started telling myself a story out loud. "I am Story Tale, a story that was once a girl. Once, stories were everything to me, now they are everything I am. As Story Tale I have wings. They are beautiful, made of thousands of pages from books, of sheet music, of artwork... of stories. The pages gather and form to my back, never falling apart until I am ready." As soon as I was done a swarm of papers, fluttering in a breeze, came towards Jack and I. They did as I'd said. They formed wings that plastered themselves across my back, like a second skin linking the pages to me. I had my eyes closed but saw all this with my imagination. I felt the papers as they molded to my back. Once the rustling of paper had quieted I dared to open my eyes. I glanced over my shoulder and my jaw dropped.

If you'd ever seen Naruto Shippuden, and you'd seen Konan's paper wings, you'd have an idea of what my wings looked like. But only an idea. My wings were made of books from the library, artwork done by the students, and sheet music from the band and choir classrooms... they were amazing. Looking like a collage of colors, music and words. They were huge, at least fifteen feet across. Yet they were light as a feather... or, rather, a piece of paper. In my wildest dreams I'd never imagined my wings to be as incredible as this, and I'd imagined some beautiful wings.

If the look on my face was anything, Jack's face was far more priceless. To say the least, he was stunned. A smile of pure joy grew on my face as I said to him, "Let's see what these can do!" I took off. I soared, higher and higher. Jack zooming beside me, blown along by the wind. Soon the ground was miles below me and I stopped and hovered, Jack did the same. As we smiled at each other his face suddenly became worried.

"Story, what are you thinking?" I said nothing, just kept smiling. "What are you planning?"

"Now you see how others feel when they see a prank on your face." I said as I let the papers go and immediately began to plummet through the air.

"STORY!" Jack's shout rang through the air behind me as I fell. I started laughing as the ground raced towards me. A mile. Two thousand feet. A thousand feet. Eight hundred feet. I began pulling the papers back to me. They re-grouped as I continued to fall. five hundred feet. Four hundred feet. Two hundred feet. Fifty feet. At fifteen feet above the ground I snapped out my wings and soared over the wimpy trees that tried to call themselves "woods".

I dove lower and maneuvered between the trees, flying faster and faster. I tried doing that sideways flight between two trees and clipped my wings against them. My wings shattered and I started falling towards the ground. "There's a pile of pages for me to land on!" Suddenly there was, and my fall was less threatening. I landed on the pile, dead center.

I poked my head out of the pile just as Jack came streaking out of the sky towards me. "What the hell was that!" I shook my head as bits of paper fluttered out of my hair. "What possessed you to decide to just _fall out of the sky_!" I stood up and walked out of the pile, picking out stubborn bits of paper that hadn't come out on their own. "You don't know how your powers work yet, you're just learning, you could have hurt yourself!"

I smiled at him. "If I recall correctly, you flew right when you discovered your powers. And your landing wasn't so spectacular either." I turned to the pile of papers that I'd just exited. "Thank you. You can all go back now." One by one the papers fluttered of to go back into their books or wherever else they were when I'd called them. "I've imagined that fall thousands of times. I've been imagining it for almost as long as I've been waiting for magic. I've been waiting for wings even longer." I was still smiling. "Jack, I just had the time of my life, stop killing my buzz. I thought you were the Guardian of Fun."

"I am, but you forget, I've seen immortals die before... Sandy, to name one. I saw you die last night, I don't wanna see it again in as many days."

I sobered. "I'm sorry..." I smiled again. "But that was pretty amazing for my first solo flight."

"It wasn't bad." I swatted him on the arm and we both chuckled.

"Well, the bank should be opening in a little while, wanna walk there?"

"I think I've had enough of you flying for one day."

I laughed again. Then I sighed. "Shit. I just though of this. How are we gonna get the tellers to see me? I many look acceptably different, but I'm still invisible to people who don't believe in me."

"Don't worry, I have a plan."

We were waiting out front of my bank, which was going to open as soon as they unlocked the doors. "You ready?" Jack asked me. We had to time it right. Jack had to keep blowing some of his special snow over them and I had to keep talking or they wouldn't see me. One of the tellers came and unlocked the doors.

"As I'll ever be." I took a breath and opened the door, Jack following behind me. Jack started an almost imperceptible snowfall over the teller as I walked up to her. "Hello. Are you having a good morning so far?"

She blinked a bit, like she was confused. She looked at me as if she hadn't noticed someone was standing there, which she hadn't. "Oh. Hey, Miss Tori. You're up early."

I'd made it to the counter and was opening up my wallet as I said. "Yeah. I need to make a withdrawal."

"Alright. How much did you need?"

"Everything."

She looked mildly surprised for a moment but did it anyway. There was no reason not to trust me. "I like what you did with your hair, by the way."

I smiled at the compliment. "Thanks... I like it to." She handed me my money and I waved good bye. Jack and I walked out the doors.

I put my money in my wallet as Jack said, "She'll be confused later when they look at the security cameras and don't see anyone there." He was laughing.

"I'm more worried about how people are gonna react when they find my car, but no me... You saw all that blood. The cops are gonna know that I died. There's gonna be a manhunt for me."

"Don't worry about it. It's not like they'll find you."

"I guess..."

"Hey, so. Now that you've severed all ties... where do you wanna go?"

I hesitated. I'd wondered for years, that, if I could go anywhere, where would I go first. I closed my eyes. "I think I'll start close... Lets go to Ellis Island."

Over the next few years I traversed the world. As I went, I learned how to use my powers. I could call any type of story to me, and use it in any way I needed. I also noticed that, whenever I was near someone completely entranced by a story, I was drawn towards them. I'd found myself living the stories I'd always read, for, when I read a story now, it quite literally came to life around me. There were times that I'd find a bruise where the hero had been injured. Every time I came across a musician playing, be it street corner or stage, when I hovered near to listen, they became enraptured by their music. Have you ever seen someone totally engrossed in the song they're playing? It has it's own sort of magic... and trust me, their playing drew crowds.

And with artists. If I went by anyone with a remotely creative bone in their body they instantly dove into creating their story. On whatever was near them. I was in bliss. I was surrounded by stories of every caliber. Just as I'd always been, but these were so much more powerful. I felt my soul lifting and dancing with every story I passed... and they were _everywhere_.

Jack often came by when he was near for any of his winter or Guardian duties. And when we were both in full-on happy-mode... there were nothing but smiles near us. I was making hearts dance within stories and he was making fun chase all fears away. To be completely honest, dozens of Disney songs could have been my soundtrack for those first few years as Story Tale. From _For a Moment,_ to _When will my life begin (Reprise),_ to_ Stories_. I was the happiest I'd ever been.

I'd seen Ellis Island, New Orleans, Egypt, Paris, Rome, Venice, Scotland, Ireland, India, the Great Wall of China, Tokyo, Madagascar, the Grand Canyon, Times Square - on New Years Eve, Machu Pichu, Puerto Rico, the Northern and Southern Lights... everything I'd ever wanted. It was only topped by flying. I flew everywhere. It was almost second nature to call stories into my wings now-a-days. It never got old. Each time they formed into my wings I _felt_ the stories, the emotions behind them. Each time I created my wings they were different, they were usually about the same size and shape, but the stories that made them up were never the same...

As the years passed, I could feel belief in me grow. Even if no one knew that Story Tale was behind it, they still believed in the feeling they got when they experienced a story. I asked Jack, once if this is how he felt all those years when people said it was him that brought winter, but didn't really believe in him. "Sort of. It was kind of like a sour feeling. It was false belief, unknown belief. What you're feeling is ambient belief. Belief in what you are, without knowing why or who. I was the opposite. They knew my name but didn't believe."

By the time six years had passed I'd made my way back to the United States. The fly-over states to be specific. To those who don't know, fly-over states are the states in the middle of the U.S. that are almost nothing but farms and corn-fields for miles. That's where Niles, MI lies. At the edge of the fly-over states. It was summer and I was a few cities over from Niles. Every night for the past week I'd flown to my old house, waiting to go in and see Caeden. Every morning I'd flown off somewhere else, too nervous to go farther than the yard.

Finally I worked up enough nerve to stay past dawn. I waited around until about noon. My mom was off at work, so was Chris, my step-dad. Nick, my younger step-brother had moved out a few years back, so Caeden was home alone. I stayed outside for a little while, peeking in the windows after he woke up. He sat inside all day. At first he watched T.V. but later he started to read a book. I started when I saw what book he was reading. It was _Shaper_, one of the books I'd left behind. It was about a kid who's dog had died and was learning to love a new dog. I looked in at his room and saw all of the other books I'd left behind. They were far more dog eared now than they had been when I'd left. I made the page he was on flutter. Caeden frowned and flipped back to his page and kept reading. I pulled a loose paper towards the window and hat it stick there. Caeden put the book down and went over to the window to pull the page off and put it back.

I pulled the page again. Again, Caeden put it back. This time I pulled multiple pages as well as a picture of the two of us from when he was a baby. He froze, staring at the picture. "Jack? Are you messing with me?" I pricked the end of my finger, and began writing on one of the blank pieces of paper.

_"Hey, bud."_

Caeden balked. "Jack, this isn't funny."

_"It's not Jack... it's me." _I painted an arrow pointing to the picture of him and I. _"It's me, bud."_

He stared at the picture in utter shock. It was of when he was about a year old, I'd put him on my shoulders and was carrying him around. Mom had decided to take a picture. Both of us had huge, goofy smiles. My nose was wrinkled up and he only had one tooth. It was one of my favorite pictures of the two of us... I guess it was one of his favorites too. "Tori?" He didn't sound like the sixteen year old he was, he sounded like the ten year old I'd left behind.

_"Believe I'm here. Believe in Stories... in your sister."_

"Tori? Where are you?"

He looked frantically around his room, trying to find out where I was. I felt a jolt go through me. Almost like adrenaline. _Belief_. I took a breath and said, "Hey, bud. Turn around."

He froze with his back to me. He slowly straightened, eyes still on the opposite wall. "Tori?" He turned around slowly, eyes towards my feet. After turning to face me fully, his eyes started traveling upwards, as I took a few steps towards him. He saw my scuffed boots that I'd treasured - and that he'd stole and worn once round the house. He saw my skinny jeans that I'd worn often. He saw my TMNT shirt that he'd thought was the coolest thing ever the first time he saw it. I stood with my hands on my hips as his eyes found my face, barely different than before, with only my eyes and hair different, even then only a bit. On his face was the expression of desperate hope. The expression I'd had when he'd first told me Jack Frost was outside six and a half years ago.

I smiled at him and said, "Do I get a 'hello'?" He threw himself at me in the tightest hug we'd ever shared. I kissed his forehead, just like I'd always done when we'd had a hello, which was a hug and a kiss.

He was crying into my shoulder as he said, "I missed you." Just like he'd always said when we'd had a hello.

Tears slid out of my eyes as I said, "I missed you too, bud."

We spent the rest of the day catching up. I told him of the adventures I'd had over the past six years and he told me how life had gone here. Turns out, Jack had still come to visit after I'd left. It wasn't as often as before, but he'd come once a month in the winter. Caeden told me about how he was a sophomore now - at my old high school no less. My two favorite teachers were still there, and he'd taken the same art class as me, had my favorite art teacher. He told me that he spent half his time at the library. Even though he had trouble reading the books, he did anyway, the stories were too enticing to him. I couldn't help smiling at that.

You see, Caeden has Achromatopsia, which is a genetic eye issue, where you get bad glare issues, you are sometimes partly colorblind, if not fully, and have slight dyslexia from it. That's why it's hard for him to read. It touched me that he read books even though it was hard. It touched me that he would do it, because I was his sister who always loved stories, _and_ because I was Story Tale.

He told me that Nick had gone off to college and that, after I'd left, Mom had gotten a new job, one where she could spend more time with him. So had Chris. They still had to work most days, but they had every weekend off and a lot more sick days now. He said there was a scholarship now, in honor of me. It was for any Brandywine student that showed a true love of stories, as I always had. It wasn't a full ride, just a few hundred dollars, just enough to cover supplies. It was only about three years old, my classmates, the ones that had graduated with me had set it up. They actually held fundraisers at local libraries to fund it.

I thought it was odd they'd do a scholarship for me, I wasn't the first to die in my graduating class, but I was the second. I hadn't been that popular when I was at school, and it was a small school. I'd actually had more friends among the staff than among my peers. It's not sad. I actually preferred it that way, too many of my classmates were drama-filled children that I honestly found a waste of my time. That's why I befriended the staff. He said that "beer ghost", a character from humon's Scandinavia and the world comics, which I'd been obsessed with, and had drawn on nearly every board at school when I'd been there, made regular occurrences too.

It turns out, my mom had taken it the hardest. She hadn't spoken to my dad since I'd left, or to any of his family. She'd kept each and every one of my former pieces of art, be it a drawing, a card, of a piece of writing, she'd kept it all. She'd given away all my stuffed animals but one, a wolf pup I'd gotten on one of our vacations that I'd named Silky. I'd bedazzled it's ears to give it earrings. I'd loved that dog when I'd first gotten it, but over the years, I'd grown away from it. It did, however, remind me of all the vacations we'd taken. It turns out she kept a few of the little trinket's I'd cherished at some point too, a crown my grandma had gotten me at a renaissance fair, a pair of costume wings I'd worn one year for Halloween, and my last Halloween costume, Cheshire from Young Justice that I'd made from scratch.

Before I knew it, 6:00pm had rolled around, and my mom was due home at any minute. Caeden noticed the time before I did. "Crap, it's six!" I looked at him surprised, I'd _never_ heard my brother cuss before. He noticed my reaction and said, "Tori, I'm sixteen now. Don't be so surprised."

"Yeah, yeah, okay. But you're still my baby brother, just because you're old enough, doesn't mean you should cuss. And just because I do, doesn't mean you can around me."

He smiled. "Okay." He kept smiling at me.

"What?"

"I missed that. You chastising me."

I put him in a mock choke-hold as I said. "Glad to hear it!" He struggled and I finally let him go, both of us laughing like we used to. Then I sighed. "I guess I'll get going."

"Wait!" He paused. "Don't you wanna see mom?"

"Caeden, I can't. She won't be able to see me... and... I'm not Tori anymore. I'm Story. Six years have passed, and I'm still nineteen, even if I feel twenty-six. The only reason I could talk to you is because you're still a kid. And because you were, honestly my favorite. You were my _brother_, the real one. And not because you were the only one related to me by blood. You're my brother because of how we feel towards each other. You think I could have done that with Nick?" I bumped shoulders with him. "You and I were close."

We sat for a moment before he said, "Do you _have_ to go? Can't you stay the night, or something?"

"Wouldn't it be weird, you being the only one who can see me?"

"No, we could just watch movies or something in my room. Or even better, _your_ room."

"Huh?"

He got up. "Come see." He led me up to what used to be my room. As I turned around off the landing I gaped. The walls were still the same colors they'd been the last time I saw them, even the pink. The wall my closet used to occupy was now covered with shelves that held books, movies and games galore. My old bed, a futon, was still there, and there were two more chairs and a bean-bag chair on the floor clustered around a T.V. way bigger than the one I'd had. All my old trinkets were gone, as were most of the rest of my things, but I could see that my family hadn't tried to completely erase me. "This is my game room. Whenever I have friends over, we play games up here. Same with movies. I also keep a lot of my books up here too, cause, you know, my shelves are _way_ too small. All the movies are up here now."

"Whoa."

He looked at me, suddenly nervous. "You don't mind, do you?"

"Of course not. It's not my room anymore."

As I sat down on my old bed Caeden said, "Alright, so we cam watch movies here, and, tonight, you can sleep here."

I laughed. "You're treating me like a guest."

"Am not!" Though we laughed, inside I realized that I was. I was a guest in my own house. _It's not my house anymore. I'm not the girl who used to live here._

"What movie you wanna watch?"

"Hmm... How about Sinbad?"

I smiled. Caeden had picked one of my old favorites. As far as movies went, Caeden and I had always watched a handful of the same movies over and over. Sinbad was one of them, along with Treasure Planet, Road to Eldorado, Quest for Camelot and any good Disney or Pixar movie. "Works for me. I haven't seen that since I left."

He looked at me, surprised, as he put the movie in. "Really? Mom and I watch it all the time. And the other movies you and I used to watch..." He sat down next to me as the previews started up.

As the movie, itself started, I said the lines as Eris did. She always _had_ been my favorite villain. "_Wake up, my beauties. Rise and Shine. It's a brand new day and the mortal world is at peace... but not for long. Just look at them. I pull one tiny thread and their whole world unravels into chaos... Glorious Chaos..._" I'd always loved Eris' monologues. Even after six years I still knew them by heart.

Caeden smiled next to me. "Movies have been quiet since you left... I missed that too."

My smile was a rueful as his.

After Sinbad we'd watched ParaNorman and then Treasure Planet. My favorite scene in Treasure Planet had always been when Jim is on his solar surfer in the beginning and dives, pulling out right before he hits bottom... what I'd always dreamed of. Prior to dying I'd always had mixed feelings about that scene. Whenever I'd watched it, I'd felt my soul lift, and the fifteen second scene seemed to last hours. Aside from my soul lifting I'd felt euphoria and longing and, when the scene ended, I'd felt a sense of bitterness. Knowing that the scene was the closest I'd ever get to that fall... But I'd lived it now. This time, the scene brought a smile to my face, as I remembered my own fall. This time there was no bitterness, no longing. Only the assurance that I could recreate my fall anytime I wanted.

It was about two in the morning by the time the movie ended and Caeden had fallen asleep near the end of Treasure Planet. The part where Silver and Jim part ways hit me differently now. Now this was the scene that brought longing and bitterness. I felt like Silver. I couldn't stay, I knew that. I didn't belong to Niles anymore. Even if there was someone I cared about that I was leaving behind. I knew that, this time, Caeden wouldn't feel like I'd vanished... this time, he'd know I was there, no matter if I wasn't around physically.

A snore erupted from my brother, who was slumped across the opposite side of the futon, head against the wall. I smiled as I put a pillow under his head and walked over to the window. Quietly, so I wouldn't wake him, I said, "I'll see you later, bud." I opened the window and jumped out, making sure the window closed with a note for Caeden stuck in the opening. I gathered my wings and flew south and west. I spent the night on the Gateway Arch, a place I'd visited once while alive.

The next morning at about 9:30, a paper airplane found me atop the Arch. About a year ago I discovered I could send messages. By writing the message out on paper and folding it into an airplane, I could launch it and it would find whoever the message was for. I'd told Caeden in the note I'd left that if he did the same, the plane would find me. His note read: _Mom's gone, so is dad. Come by whenever._

I crumpled the note and jumped off the Arch, wings fluttering together as I fell. I was about halfway down the Arch by the time I made my first down-stroke. It took me about thirty minutes to make it back to Niles, and that wasn't even my top speed. I alighted on the roof of my old house, right above my old bedroom. I slid in through the window I'd left the night before. Windows were a lot more low-key when you're immortal.

I drifted down the stairs, lightly hopping off the top step and landing lighter than a feather on the bottom one. I took a few steps around the corner to see where Caeden was and saw him in the kitchen, making himself a bowl of cereal. He turned and saw me, nearly dropping his bowl in surprise. "Tori! I liked it a lot more when you made noise."

I laughed and said, "Yeah, well... I'm a bit different now, you know."

He snorted. "That's an understatement." He gestured to the pantry and asked, "Are you hungry?"

I shook my head. "No, I'm good." He paused and stared at me open mouthed. "What?"

"You're always hungry. I've never heard you turn down food in my life."

I chuckled. "I don't _need_ to eat that much anymore, bud. Ergo, I'm not usually hungry. The last few years, I've only eaten when something was too good to pass up... Cereal just doesn't fit the bill."

"Okay, now, that's weird."

"I'm immortal, my blood is now ink, I can fly... and you think it's weird that I'm not hungry all the time?" I laughed.

"Ha, ha," he said mockingly. He took another bite of cereal. "So, what do you wanna do?"

"We're on your time, you choose." I sat down on the chairs that were still there from when I was alive.

"Can, I ask you a few things?"

"Shoot."

He finished his cereal before he started in on the questions. Putting his bowl in the sink, he turned to me and said, "I know you've been traveling, but... What _are_ you now? I mean, immortals, at least legend immortals, all have something they're the legend of. Jack's the spirit of winter, so he doesn't really count, but North's Santa Clause, Tooth's the tooth fairy, etc... You told me that you were Story, but what does that mean?"

"Well, I'm Story Tale. I am stories. I'm the feeling when you're really into a story, weather you're creating it or just experiencing it. I can control existing stories too. That's how I can fly."

"Did you take over for anyone? Was there another Story Tale before you?"

I took a breath to answer... and then paused. "I don't know."

"Why did the Man in the Moon bring you back? Not-that-I'm-ungrateful-or-anything!"

I giggled at his rushed second sentence. "Because Jack asked him to. Well - more like he yelled at him and had to convince him but, still... I think he would have brought me back anyway. I mean, it's high time that there was a legend immortal for stories."

Caeden looked stunned. "Jack... Jack asked him to bring you back? Why - why did he do that?"

"Well... What he told Tsar Lunar was that I deserved it. That I didn't deserve to die before doing one tenth of what I was capable of... But, that's what he said. I don't know if that's really why or if that's just what he told Many to try and convince him. I don't know if that's why Many brought me back, either." Serious moments weren't what I was used to with my baby brother... but he wasn't a baby anymore. "I feel like I'm doing what I was meant to do. I feel like, as Story Tale... I'm finally... _alive_."

After a few moments of silence following my last statement, Caeden spoke up again. "So, have you met any other immortals?"

"Yep."

"Who?"

"Jack Frost." He gave me the same look he'd given me the first day we met Jack, when I'd said Santa and then North. The I'm-not-stupid look. I laughed. "Sorry, I couldn't resist. No, other than Jack I haven't met any others yet. It's only been six years..." As I said that last sentence, I realized just now much I'd changed, how quickly accepted being immortal. I used to freak out about how long I'd been alive. On my nineteenth birthday I looked at my friend and said, "Do you realize we're gonna be twenty next year... _two decades_ old. We've been on this planet for two decades. That's a long time!" And yet, now, I was writing off six years as if it were nothing.

"But I thought there were a lot of you guys?"

"There are, at least, from what Jack's told me. Most of them stay within their own pockets of believers. I don't really blame them, they're protecting themselves. As far as I can tell, only a few dozen of us actually travel. Sandy, Tooth, me, the seasonal immortals, Jack of course, and a few others that have mostly ambient belief."

"What's ambient belief?"

"Ambient belief is where people believe in what you are, or your legend, without believing in _you_."

"Does that mean... you have ambient belief?"

"Yep."

He was confused by my nonchalant tone. "That doesn't bother you? That no one believes in you? It drove Jack crazy."

"It's different, with me. People knew Jack name, but didn't believe in him, like when adults say that Santa brought presents, but don't believe what they're saying. People believe in the feeling they get when they're in stories, even if they don't realize it. I don't mind that no one knows my name. Besides, I have you and Jack to talk to if I get lonely."


	3. Homeward Bound

After a whole week straight of hanging out with my little bro, I could feel my veins itching to leave. As much as I loved hanging out with Caeden... I couldn't stay in Niles. So I said my good byes and flew south for a change of scenery. As the weather grew colder and the air thinner I like I was coming home after a vacation.

It was strange that Niles didn't feel like home anymore. But, it was what it was. I found that, I didn't mind the cold. As a mortal, I'd preferred warmth. As an immortal, it didn't matter the weather, just so long as it felt right. Soon I was passing the edge of the glaciers surrounding and smothering Antarctica. Minutes later I dissipated my wings and dropped through a hole leading down through the ice. I landed in a chamber not unlike an entryway. I shivered a bit, I may not mind cold anymore, but it was still _cold_. At the warmest, it was sub zero. It was not at it's warmest.

Hanging on a rack along the wall was my green jacket. I grabbed it and put it on, heading deeper into the ice. Patterns were carved into the floor that looked like frost and snowflakes. The walls had a subtle glow, the ice seemed to be lit from behind. For all I knew it was. Off of the entryway there were three hallways. The first led to rooms that were either empty or bedrooms. I wasn't Jacks only roommate, but I'll get into that in a little bit. The second led to other "house" type rooms. Kitchen, living room, office spaces, etc. The last led to miscellaneous rooms. Jack had a room that was nothing but a giant hole up to the surface, which he usually came and went through. There were one or two rooms that, according to Jack, had changed over the years, as his different roommates had used them for their purposes. There were also rooms that were dedicated to fun of every type. Arenas for sports, a built in ice rink - that wasn't just the regular floor - and a few other rooms of the like, including one room that had snow eternally falling, with a layer of about two feet of snow year round for snowball fights. And, of course... there was Jack's globe. He'd created his globe after being sworn in as a Guardian. It was carved ice - big surprise - and the lights on it reminded me of a cross between Christmas lights covered in snow, and candle light.

I went to my room, changing my clothes as I'd worn my current ones for a few months and I was bored of them. Even though I'd traveled for the majority of the past six years, I'd still kept a room at the "Sanctuary of the Spirit of Winter" or as we called it "Jack's place." I hadn't managed to create my own home yet, and Jack's offer was still standing. Now dressed in another pair of jeans, a flannel button up over a plain white tank-top and my knock-off Toms, I hug my previous outfit back up in my carved ice closet. As an immortal, my clothes didn't get dirty unless I got into a fight with someone... or splattered them with ink. I'd ruined one of my shirts that way. I had it framed on my wall now, it was a bit of an inside joke between all of us.

I went to my bed took a short nap, which meant a day of sleep. When I woke up the first thing I noticed was my mini-globe off on the side of my room. I'd taken the idea of having a globe of believers from Jack and the other Guardians. Hell, even Pitch had one. Mine didn't have any lights on it, but rather glowed softly in general, with different areas glowing brighter every once in a while. The effect was of a pulsating orb, like a heart beat. My globe might not have twinkled, but it was alive.

I sat up and stretched. I waltzed out of my room, taking a set of stairs to a high hallway. Jack had made almost a complete circle around what would be the second floor of the sanctuary, connecting all the hallways so that we didn't have to go through the entryway each time we wanted to go to a different wing. I walked along and soon the right side of the passageway opened up. There was a railing made of ice on the side open, but beyond that was one of my favorite rooms here.

The library. I gave up walking to the stairway and instead jumped over the railing and landed, cat-like, in one of the armchairs. Not everything here was sculpted in ice. The bookshelves were made of wood, there were lazy-boys all over, the kitchen had real appliances - run with magic of course - and there were rugs strewn here and there, for those of us that weren't the Spirit of Winter. I pulled a book to me that I had noticed was new, and began reading. It was a good story. However, when a dragon decided to breathe fire I had to close the book otherwise I'd have melted the wall behind me. I decided to go back to one of my old favorites, one of the ones I'd brought.

My books had their own shelf. I climbed up the shelves, like the spider-monkey I'd always been. I pulled out _Holes_. It always made me feel warmer when I read it in the sanctuary, as it took place in a desert, and I was in a tundra. As I was part way through it one of my other roommates walked in.

I hadn't ben totally truthful with Caeden when I'd said I hadn't met any immortals besides Jack. I'd met three others. My two other roommates. They lived here for the same reason as me, they didn't have an official home. They were roamers like me. Jack was a nice enough guy to let roamers stay if we really needed a place. All the others were either intolerant to cold or too stubborn to "stoop to living with a hooligan like Jack Frost." The longest staying of my roommates was almost a permanent addition to the sanctuary. She'd been here long before Jack was brought back as Jack Frost. She was a Lillend. Lillends are fiercely protective of the wilderness they consider home, and she'd decided that the entirety of Antarctica was her home. So she stayed after Jack set up his place.

Her name was Selie, and we had become instant friends. Lillends are great lovers of art and stories. They'd prefer a story as payment for something over gold. The fact that I was, literally, stories had instantly forged a friendship between us. Selie was beautiful, as her race commonly is. Lillends look like beautiful females from the waist up, from the waist down are brightly colored snakes, and have brilliant wings like a birds'. Selie's tail was a gradation from white where it met skin all the way to the deepest midnight blue where her tail ended twenty feet away. Her wings were not unlike a snowy owl's. I'd taken to calling her Hedwig in a playful way when we were joking with one another.

Selie smiled at me, throwing her wings out and railing the end of her tail. Arms wide she called to me. "Story! I thought you were home!" I got up and ran into her offered hug. Selie rarely left the sanctuary, and was always glad to see me, one of the reasons I loved her so much, and she me.

"Hey, Sel. Are Del and Korri home?" I didn't ask about Jack, for, whenever _he_ was home, snow fell in nearly every room in the sanctuary. As of that moment, there was no snow aside from the previously mentioned room.

"Korrigan is gone right now, but Ara Del'Ket should be here. I believe he said something about being hungry earlier." Selie always used Del's full name when referring to him if he wasn't in the room.

"Del's always hungry. But, hey, when you're a dragon..."

She chuckled as she coiled her tail and perched on top of it, like it was a bean-bag chair. I sat back down in the armchair I'd vacated upon her arrival. "So, where did you run off to this past month? I've been looking forward to the story almost since you left."

I laughed and told her about the first two weeks, where I'd basically spent completely in the Redwood forests and generally doing a Maximum Ride impression. "The second two weeks I... I went to see my brother."

"Caeden?" She sat up. I hadn't told any of them that I was going to visit. "Why didn't you tell us?"

I sighed. "Because I didn't plan it. I realized I'd gotten close to Niles and, suddenly, I couldn't shake the thought from my head. If I'd waited much longer, he wouldn't have been able to see me. If he'd passed through me..." I closed my eyes and took a breath. "I'm just glad that I got to see him." I smiled at her. "He's so grown up now... a lot's changed since I left."

She unraveled the bottom most coil and used the tip of her tail to lightly tap my arm. It was one of her ways of comforting people she liked. I smiled at the gesture. She said, "Lets go see if Del's left anything for us, shall we?"

"I could go for some hot chocolate." I stood up and walked over to the door Selie had come through. Selie glided along next to me as I walked with my hands in my pockets. Her wings were tucked in against her back at the moment so they wouldn't scrape along the sides of the tunnel. "So, where's Korri off to?"

"I believe she went to visit some friends in Scandinavia. The Rusalki if I am not mistaken."

I snorted. "They'll probably spend the whole time dancing around fountains and combing each other's hair."

"No doubt." She agreed. Korri was our newest edition. She was older than me, about ten - that's immortal years. She'd been human like me. Her name was Carolyn before she died. She'd been one of those vain, Barbie-girls who care more about shopping than anything. She'd died right about when the old Korrigan legend had drifted. Many had brought her back as the replacement. Korri looked to be about twenty two, had long blonde hair and red eyes. Honestly, I think Many brought her back, only because she's as shallow as the myths about the previous Korrigan were. I didn't have anything against her though, she was like that cousin that you have to love even if you'd like to punch them for their stupidity. She'd taken a room about three years back.

We made it to the kitchen and I could hear Del scarfing whatever he'd decided to have for lunch. Selie burst out, "Del'Ket you are making a mess! I am _not_ cleaning that up!" I chuckled from the doorway where I'd leaned against the frame. Del was off in the large area Jack had created once Del had moved in. It was easily large enough to hold all of us as well as any guests we may have, Jack had made sure of that once he'd become a Guardian.

"Nice to see you again, Morning Breath." Del was a dragon, just not like I'd always thought a dragon would be. He was a pushover and gullible and whined a lot. He acted like a mix of a puppy and a kitten, especially when he was upset. He was small for a dragon, tough he was still huge. Hid scales were a deep forest green and his eyes were nearly white. I'd only ever seen him mad once when Korri had brought home a "pet" that turned out to be a boggart in disguise. _That's_ what I'd always thought a dragon would be like.

He swallowed whatever was in his mouth and smiled his toothy grin. "Story! When did you get back!" His deep rumble filled the kitchen with the feeling of home. I rolled my eyes as I moved into the room.

Selie swatted him as she said, "She's been home almost a full day, you over grown lizard!"

He looked at her dejected. "Hey, that wasn't very nice. I am not a lizard. I'm a dragon!"

It was Selie's turn to snort. "Not much of one."

I smiled as I shook my head. _Good to be home._

The past six years, I'd spend most of the time traveling, but every three months or so, I'd come back to the sanctuary for a rest. I'd first met Selie when Jack and I had dropped off my stuff that first night. She'd come roaring out of the "front door", the whole in the roof of the entryway, straight at me. Screaming that I was an intruder. Selie's the other reason that a lot of immortals don't want to stay at the sanctuary. Instinctively I'd made a wall, albeit a flimsy one, out of the pages of my books. That'd been my first indication that I could control stories.

Of course, using stories as a shield was the perfect way of stopping Selie from ripping my head off. Being a Lillend, she would never destroy a story. She saw the pages and instantly got lost in reading the words printed on the pages. I slowly lowered my wall, once I'd realized that I wasn't in danger anymore. Selie looked at Jack and asked, indignantly might I add, "Who is this?"

"This is Story Tale, she's a new immortal and our new roommate."

At the mention of my name Selie had perked up. "What are you? You were obviously once human. Legend? I can tell by your name you're not a seasonal."

"I'm stories."

A wide smile had carved itself across her face at my response. "You and I are going to get along well." She held out her hand. "I am Selie. I apologize for my earlier behavior, we Lillends are notoriously protective of our homes."

Jack looked at me and elaborated. "Sel's lived here longer than me. She's - what - sixte-"

"Don't you dare speak my age Jack Frost!"

He laughed. "Well, lets just say that she was here long before most of the other immortals I know have been around. When I moved in she gave me the same warm reception she gave you."

"And I have since apologized. I did not know you were the Spirit of Winter when you first came here." She looked at me again. "I am sorry about how vicious I may have seemed. Ever since Kozmotis got through last year I've been on edge. It felt like I had fleas when he was here." She shivered at the memory.

"You called him Kozmotis, not Pitch?"

She smiled at me kindly. "I remember a time when he _was_ Kozmotis. And Seraphina and I are friends. I will not refer to Kozmotis as anything else."

It was the second time I'd come to the sanctuary that I met Del. I was wandering around the sanctuary on the upper walkway. It opened up on one side to each of the rooms that were more than one story in height. And many of then were to accommodate Del's size. I'd come to an opening that looked down on one of the fun rooms, this one was an open space with stalactites and stalagmites made of ice that were huge. As big as trees. There were some that had formed together to create columns. I'd found out later that this room was mainly to practice flying.

My jaw was hanging open as I stared at the room easily bigger than five football fields. I saw Selie flying around and between some of the protrusions. I was about to call to her when a giant green lizard flew right past me... and right towards Selie. Del was so big I could have easily stood straight in his mouth, and yet he was small for a dragon. Selie circled around and started sparring with Del in mid air. Though at the time I hadn't known they were sparring. I thought Del was attacking Selie.

I threw myself out of the opening calling my wings and flew to aide Selie. I sent a rush of pages at Del. They covered his eyes and prevented him from seeing. "Sel! Are you ok?" I called as I finally made my way over to her... only to see she was laughing so hard she had to hold her abdomen. Del was pawing at his face, trying to get the papers to release him.

Through gasps of laughter, Sel managed to sputter, "Let - let him go, Story. He's fine." She dissolved back into laughter as I skeptically let the paper go.

Del froze and blinked as he tried to figure out if he was going to be attacked again... and by whom. He looked at me and nearly whined, "Who are you?"

My eyes were wide with surprise, but my brows were scrunched together in confusion. "Uh..."

Sel managed to stop laughing enough to do the introductions. "Del, this is Story Tale. She is the new immortal I was telling you about. Story, this is Ara Del'Ket, one of our roommates."

"Oh." I said as I began to feel very embarrassed.

Sel clapped me on the shoulder as she said, "That was one of the funniest things I've seen in years! Del'Ket the expression on your face was priceless!"

Dal pouted as he said, "Why did you attack me? It's hard enough fighting off the harpie over here." Sel was laughing to hard to take offense at being called a harpie, which she usually despised. Cal her anything other than what she was, and you better hope you have a good defense or that she _really_ likes you.

"I'm sorry, Del'Ket. I, uh... I thought you were attacking her." I shrugged in that what-can-I-do way.

"Ha!" Selie had mostly gotten over her fit of giggles by now. "As if that over grown lizard would ever willingly attack me."

"I'm not a lizard!" He looked at me and smiled. "You can call me Del. My name's a bit of a mouthful. Even if Sel over here insists on saying it, doesn't mean you have to."

I smiled back. "If you don't mind my asking, what is a dragon doing in Antarctica?"

Selie smiled over at me as Del buried his head in his paws and groaned, "Here we go."

"Del'Ket is a runt. He is smaller than most dragons, save hatchlings. And he is the only dragon I've met incapable of breathing fire."

Del mumbled from beneath his paws, "Dragons always have eyes some shade of red, orange or yellow, the colors of fire. Mine are white because I can't breathe fire. I've tried from the day I hatched! No one respects a dragon who can't breathe fire!"

"Well," I said, "You're the first dragon I've ever met. You seem pretty impressive to me."

Del looked at me shocked. Sel said, "Del'Ket may be a fire-less dragon, but he is every bit as ferocious as his kin... when he want's to be."

Del pointed a claw at her as he said, "I resent that."

But that was almost six years ago. Selie and Del were still like a bickering married couple towards each other. Del was as much a pet as he was a roommate. Sel was as much the sister I'd never had as she was a replacement for the best friend I'd left behind. She mothered all of us, which wasn't a big shocker seeing as she out-ranked us age wise. Jack was like our landlord and fellow tenant at the same time. Korri came and went as she pleased. One minute she was here, the next she was gone. Usually without notice. But, hey, as far as I'd noticed, she wasn't much different before she'd died. I more or less went on a "vacation" nonstop, came back in somewhere between one month and three, and then stayed for somewhere between a week and a month.

I'd been back for five days when Jack came home. It was still summer up north, which meant it was winter down here. Hack was at his busiest when Northern winter was in full swing, but, when the south got chilly, Jack actually had time to relax. The colder regions below the equator were far less densely populated than their northern counterparts. Which meant Jack could let winter do most of it's work on it's own, with him running out to cause avalanches for a few weeks and then staying at the sanctuary the rest of the time. Of course he ran out to spread fun around at least every two days regardless of the season.

I was in the kitchen with Del. He didn't often leave the kitchen as it was. Usually only to go out hunting. There was a reason that Leopard Seals hadn't eaten all the penguins yet, and that was that Del thought their spots made the seals yummier. I was reading the book I'd had to stop reading earlier in the week. Though Del was flame-less, he could still swallow fire, so, when the dragon in my book let loose, Del opened up. Every one of my stories with warm projectiles coming out of them I always read around Del for this very reason. I was about halfway through the book when snow started softly falling from the ceiling.

Del looked up from his after lunch snack and mused, "Jack's back."

I looked up as well. "Looks like it." I turned back to my book. "Hell find us if he wants us." Though Jack didn't mind being sought out, especially if it was for a game, he often took a nap after coming back from a business trip. And he was often busy with Guardian duties, though not always. I preferred to not interrupt something important, I'd rather let others find me if they needed me. Besides, I had no reason to go running to see Jack the second he got home.

A few hours later I'd finished my book and I sat with my eyes closed and the book resting in my lap. Ever since I'd become Story Tale, whenever I read a book completely through in one sitting - or came to the ending of a particularly powerful story - I'd found that the story continued around me. About a year ago I'd started ending my books this way, with my eyes closed. Eventually the story ceased and, once the only things I saw were the backs of my eyelids, I'd open my eyes. With music I'd end up humming the song until a new one was heard by my ears.

Del had fallen asleep after his meal and was snoring, softly for him, but still loud enough to make the rood rumble slightly. I opened my eyes and blinked a few times, shaking the last remnants of the story from me. I stood up and walked to the doorway. I strolled down the hall towards the library. I entered the shelf lined room and started climbing the shelves, looking for the place the book had previously been. There were no ladders to scale the shelves. Del was tall enough to reach any book he needed. Selie could either stand tall on her tail or fly up to the book she wanted. Jack would either send wind to get it for him or would ride the wind up to get it himself. I could have flown, but there was a good chance I'd pull the pages from whatever book I was looking for. I couldn't pick and choose what stories made my wings yet. I could have also sent the story back to it's place without any movement on my part.

However, just as Jack preferred being carried by the wind, I preferred climbing the shelves. When I was alive, there was one sport only that I'd ever actually loved, and it was technically an extreme sport. Rock Climbing. I'd even taken it as my gym class in college. There was actually a rock wall in the sanctuary, which I had been happy to discover. I had always been a good climber, growing up surrounded by trees will do that to you. There was one time, my mom was helping out at the craft fair at Caeden's school, and they needed more pans from the storage room. There were about three shelves, but they were deep, and stuff was piled in front of most of them. I'd climbed up on one of the lower shelves and spider-monkeyed around to find them.

I found the empty space and pushed the book back in. I jumped free of the shelves and landed quietly, a skill I'd learned back when I was alive, but that was much more effective now. Jack was standing near the middle of the room staring at me with his half grin. "What?" I said as I stood up.

He shrugged. "Nothing."

I rolled my eyes at him as I fwomped into one of the armchairs. "No nap?"

He shook his head and shrugged as he sat in another of the chairs, leaning his staff against the nearby table. "Not too tired right now. I might take one later." He gestured to the book I'd put back. "Good read?"

I smiled at him somewhat sarcastically. "You know it was." Jack read every book in the library. He'd been collecting the books longer than I'd been alive. He was almost always the first to read a book - unless _I_ was the one who brought it back. "However, I had to wait to finish it 'til I was around Del."

He winced. "Oh, yeah, forgot about the dragon."

"Yeah."

"So, how was your last trip?"

I relayed the same information to him as I had to Sel about the redwoods, then I said. "I also went to Niles."

"And?"

I smiled, staring at the floor as the scene replayed in my mind. "Caeden saw me." I continued to smile for a few moments before I frowned and hit Jack on the arm. "Why didn't you tell me you kept visiting him!"

He held his arms up in surrender. "Easy! I wasn't gonna leave him high and dry, besides, after you left, he needed some fun to cheer him up."

"Did you tell him to read?"

Jack smiled wryly. "Nope, he did that on his own."

I smiled at the ground again. "So, how's it going with the other Guardians?"

Jack laughed. "Those shut-in's need to interact with kids more. I've gotten Tooth back out 'in the field' as she calls it. Sandy's letting one or two kids a night see the sand before it knock's 'em out. Aster's still stuck up about it though."

"What about North?"

Jack laughed again, a tad more evilly. "North's been switching places with some store Santa's the last few years. The yeti's have been giving them the same welcome they gave me - only these guys don't get to be let out of the bag."

I laughed along with him at the thought. "I really want to meet them... I'm surprised I haven't met Sandy yet."

"Well, you're gonna meet them sooner than you think." I looked at him confused as he stood up. Grabbing his staff he said, "The next annual meeting is being held here. Last year we decided that we were gonna take turns with the location, and I volunteered to go first. I already told Sel about it. Tell Del when he wakes up for me." He stretched and yawned as he walked towards the doorway. "_Now_ I feel like a nap. See ya."

"See ya." I said absently.

My mind was spinning. The Guardians were coming here. To the sanctuary. Where I lived. I got up and walked back to the kitchen. I made myself a cup of hot chocolate as I waited for Del to wake up. Almost an hour later he finally did. He smiled at me sleepily. "Finish your book?"

"Yeah." I paused, waiting 'til he was fully awake. "Jack found me in the library -" Del snorted and I gave him a chastising look before continuing. "He said that the other Guardians decided that they were gonna trade off for the meetings. Each year is gonna be at a different Guardian's place. They're coming here this year."

Del arched his back - not unlike a cat - as he said. "Did he say when the meeting was going to be?"

"No, he'll probably tell up when he wakes up tomorrow."

I was in my room, drawing, when Jack woke up. It was a drawing of one of my characters. Even though, I'd first thought up the first of them over thirteen years ago, I'd never given up working on them, even when I'd died. I'd actually gotten more and more in-depth on their ref sheets as the years passed. I was really into the drawing when I had to stop because she almost literally came to life. I'd done that once - not gonna make that mistake again. That was the last time I drew in the realism style.

I put my supplies back in their wooden trunk, to protect them from the cold and from the snow that fell when Jack was home. I stood up and stretched, my arms reaching towards my ceiling. I picked up my iPod and put my ear-buds in. Now that I had control over stories, my iPod never messed up. It had a notorious habit of working one minute, and the next it wouldn't flip through songs, it wouldn't change in volume, it wouldn't pause... nothing. I had the 3rd generation Shuffle, the one that looks like a flash-drive. It went out of style years ago, and I'd changed the songs on it multiple times. I'd also bypassed the 2gig-ness of it, and, with my powers of course, had thousands of sings now. It was easier. I still had to plug it in to charge it though. I did that when I was travelling, I'd find some library and plug it into the computer, just long enough for it to fully charge.

Instrumental music drifted out of the speakers and a smile grew on my pace. I clipped the I-Pod itself to my waistband - I was in sweats - and walked out into the hallway. I was planning on going to the rock-wall, but on my way over, ran into Jack. I pulled one of the ear buds from my ear as I said, "Oh, hey. I was just heading to the rock-wall, wanna come?"

He shrugged and swung his staff across his shoulders, hanging his arms over it. "Sure."

We walked at a leisurely pace through the main hallways, as opposed to the upper one. As we passed through the entryway I could faintly hear Selie yelling at Del for making a mess with his mid-morning-snack. Jack and I both chuckled at this. "Those two have been like an old married couple for as long as I can remember." He said.

"So, true." We were both still laughing as we walked down the miscellaneous hallway and heard Del's usual protest that he was not a lizard but a dragon. "Hey," I said when we'd stopped laughing. "When's the meeting?"

"Hmm?"

"The Guardians. When the meeting?"

"Oh, it's Friday."

"_This_ Friday?"

"Yep."

"Dude, that's in two days."

"Yep," He said again. I rolled my eyes in mock annoyance, even as a smile crept across my face.

The rock-wall was the only room in the sanctuary that had _actual_ rock in it. The sanctuary itself was near Valkyrie Dome, and the rock wall was where the sanctuary met the mountain. One complete wall of the room was a nearly sheer cliff-face. Two of the other walls held jagged spikes of ice and crevasses where we could climb as well, which Jack had fashioned. I opted for the actual rock while Jack headed to the wall cornering mine. He looked towards me and said, "Race?"

I stared up the wall in front of me. "No powers, unless we fall."

"Deal."

"3... 2... 1!" We both jumped onto the wall in front of us. I wasn't wearing any climbing gear, hadn't needed it in years. I found the crevasses, the handholds and footholds, and my body fell into a rhythm almost as natural to me as breathing. I'd always preferred the holds that jutted out, the ones called beaks and the ones called bowls. I also loved when there was a crevasse big enough to lay my arm across... though I didn't use those during a race. I swung, one-handed half of the time from hold to hold, leaping, doing dynos. All but flying my way up the wall. With the speed I was going I barely felt gravity. I used my momentum as often as strength to pull myself ever higher.

One of the reasons I'd always loved climbing, on non-repetitive surfaces anyway, was that, it was like a giant puzzle, that I was actively trying to solve. I'd have to put my hand on that hold, so my foot could go on that hold, so I could reach that hold later. When you climb you have to see the route before you start, and you have to use your mind as much as your body to get to the top. There had been times where I'd be halfway up the wall and I'd just stop and stare at what was left, trying to beat the puzzle.

I didn't even look up to see what was left to go, nor did I look down to see how far I'd come. I simply saw the holds around me that almost lit up, the way my mind worked. I could vaguely feel Jack near me on the other wall, matching my pace. I'd never been quite brazen enough to dyno when I'd been mortal, but now, I did it often. I knew that, if I fell, I could save myself, and if I happened to be a tad late, I'd only be bruised, not dead. Being immortal tends to make you a bit reckless. Well, tended to make _me_ a bit reckless. The others had chastised me about if a few times over the years.

I'll get back to that later though, right now, I was in a race with the Guardian of Fun... and I wasn't about to loose. I kicked it into high gear as the top of the wall drew near. Tunnel vision, I'd guess you'd call it. That's what I got the last ten feet or so to the top. All I saw were the last few holds I'd need, how I needed to use them and the ledge that ran along the top of all of the walls. _Right hand there, foot here... There, two holds left... _ "Yes!" I topped out on the ledge.

I sat down swinging my legs over the edge and looked over at the other wall... where Jack was already sitting. "UGH!" I laid down on the ledge in exasperation. Jack's laughter wafted over to me. Still laying down I said, "How... do you _always_ beat me?"

Through his laughter, he said, "You get too into it. You get tunnel vision and you get too caught up in the puzzle. I'm just having fun."

I sighed, and sat back up. I turned around and climbed over to hold onto the top of the wall. I carefully climbed down until the ledge was a few feet over my head. The rock room was easily five stories high, that's one of the reasons I loved it so much, nearly endless climbing. Holding on to my handholds tightly, I pulled my legs up so my feet were flat against the wall. I leaned back to my torso was almost level with the ground and pushed off. Throwing myself a few feet away from the wall itself, out into the open air. I used to climb down, but this was my favorite way.

Falling through the air, I called my wings. They were there almost instantly, as they'd done for years now. Jack fell down next to me, the wind carrying him down just as my wings did for me. I flew through the room and out into the corridor, big enough for Del and big enough for my wings. I dispersed my wings once I passed the entryway, falling into a run and then slowing to a walk. I strolled into the kitchen, Jack on my heels. "Do you have _any_ sense of self-preservation?" He was referring to my dive off the wall.

"I caught myself." We walked through the doorway and into the bickering that still filled the air. "And if I hadn't you would have."

"What if I hadn't been fast enough?"

I gave him the same look that Caeden gave me. The I'm-not-stupid look. "Jack. You would have. And if you hadn't I'd be bruised and sore, but none the worse for wear."

At hearing my rebuttal, Selie and Del had now turned their attention to the two of us. Del spoke up first. "What're you guys talking about?"

"Story did another dive off the rock-wall." Jack explained to them as I opened a cabinet and got out a popsicle. As it was always sub-zero here, we didn't need a fridge, just the cabinets kept everything as cold as needed.

"Again?" Sel looked over at me while I shrugged. She face-palmed and sighed. "I swear, between you and Jack, my hair is going to turn gray."

"I don't see what the big deal is. Jack, you almost sent Jamie flying into a statue. And then he got hit by a couch. I can fly, I'm immortal. Why is it suck a problem for me specifically?"

"Story, you're a young immortal. Only six years. And you don't have a specific place where your believers are, you don't even have to work for your belief. You don't have to protect a specific place. And you don't have the fall back of being a seasonal Spirit like Jack." Selie had slipped into mother-mode. There was no getting out of this.

"No rules, no responsibility. Right Jack?" I said, bringing up his favorite phrase.

"Wrong."

"Story, we don't want to see you hurt. We care about you."

I stilled, my flippant façade forgotten. "Yeah, well I wish you didn't" I said quietly as I walked to the doorway, throwing the rest of the popsicle into the garbage as I passed it. "I'm going topside... I miss the stars." I walked down the hallway, steadily increasing in speed until I reached the entryway where I launched myself, wings forming and soaring upwards towards the entry-hole.

Hours later it was Del who found me on the ice. I'd let my wings go once I'd decided on a place to land. The wind was fierce here and I didn't want to risk the pages being destroyed, even a little. He sat next to me, radiating heat, saying nothing.

"Del, you shouldn't be up here. There might be scientists around."

He snorted. "You know as well as I, that most of them leave during Polar Night. And the few who stay don't leave the stations." He looked up at the stars. "They really are pretty."

I nodded. "Back home, when I'd been mortal, we had a fairly clear sky. I could make out enough constellations. I always found Orion's Belt first." I added smiling. "It wasn't like in a city where the lights drowned them out... but a lot were still hidden. I love it here because, there's no lights. I can see 'em all."

"I've never been to a city. Never been close to any place with a population of humans above fifty in fact." He said still staring up at the sky. "I've always wondered what they were like." He looked down at me. "What did you mean earlier, that you wished we didn't?"

I sighed. "Back when I was mortal, unlike most of the people I knew, I actually liked my family. All of them. I truly loved my family, but I hated Niles. It was small town nowhere, and I hated it. I'd always craved adventure, a story of my own over everything else. I knew, back then that, because I loved my family, even though I hated where I was, I could never bring myself to leave them. It broke my heart more than the failed hopes of magic combined." Tears were now gathering in my eyes. "Every time I told this to my mom, of wanting to go off and do whatever, she'd always tell me that she cared about me and didn't want me to get hurt... After a while began to associate that phrase with 'you're going to stay here forever and never have a real adventure of your own'..."

I snuggled closer to Del's side, only half-conscious of it. "I know I'm Story Tale now. I know I'm immortal and that I'm having the adventure I always wanted... But every time I'm getting chastised for being 'reckless' and - feeling alive... I can't help but feel the same way I used to. I know that you don't want me to be hurt, but I can't stop myself from being me, from living my story the way I've always dreamed. I was mortal longer than I've been immortal. I've been dreaming of _my_ story for longer than I've been immortal."

Del said nothing. Only let me vent. "You know, you're a good listener when you're not taking naps or stuffing your face." I felt his chuckle through his side. "Thanks, Del."

"Any time."


	4. Meeting My Childhood

It was the night before the meeting, and all through the house, not a creature was stirring... Just kidding. It really _was_ Thursday night though. We'd spent the day making sure that the kitchen was clean of any of Del's messes. Sel had ordered him to eat in his room until the meeting had passed, wanting to make a good impressions on the Guardians. The meeting was going to be held in the area off the kitchen, in which there was a _huge_ table. We'd moved a lot of the armchairs from the library into place around the table so the other guardians would have some more comfortable seating than the usual wooden chairs you'd expect. I'd flown to the nearest village in South Africa with a store and bought a pack of frozen cookie dough at about noon. I'd left money on the counter along with a note saying "I'm sorry, I was in a hurry and you'd stepped away."

I was in my room, laying down on my bed and watching my globe pulse. After I'd gotten home one bright light had appeared in the Great Lakes region... right about where Niles was, in fact. It wasn't even big enough to be called a pinprick... but it was there. I smiled. _Caeden..._ It made me incredibly happy that my little brother was my first believer. It was an easy play to call, but it made me happy just the same.

My thoughts turned to tomorrow. I was going to meet the Guardians. I was going to meet my childhood. My smile changed from a content one to an excited one. I felt like the kid that can't fall asleep because they're waiting to see Santa. Well, I _was_ gonna see Santa. And the Easter Bunny. And the Tooth Fairy. And the Sandman. I was going to _talk_ to them. _Oh, man is Caeden gonna be jealous._ I giggled to myself.

To take my mind off of tomorrow, I went over to my trunk and got out my sketchbook and other supplies. I put my headphones on and began drawing. It became an... interesting design, to say the least. It was a mish-mosh of the different types of songs that had played while I'd drawn. I pulled out my quill, the one I'd brought with me from Niles. I'd taken to inking my drawings like this using the ink in my veins, and using this quill. I pricked my finger with it and began to cover the lines. Some became thicker, some thinner. The finished result was something I never could have achieved when I was mortal. I glanced at my clock and saw that it was about two in the morning.

I chuckled to myself and shook my head, pulling out my gouache paints. Even after I'd become immortal, my inspiration still came in the early hours of the morning... or late at night depending on how you chose to look at it. I began coloring the piece, music still playing in my ears, making it even more distorted and... interesting. With the change in tone and feel of the music, so did the colors as they hit the paper. By the time I'd finished it was almost 9:00am. I stretched and placed the completed piece in the trunk with everything else.

I walked over to the kitchen and pre heated the oven to what the directions on the package of cookies said. The other Guardians were supposed to get here at about noon. I planned on starting the cookies at about 10:30 so that they'd be fresh out of the oven by the time they got here. Sel glided into the kitchen through the doorway, looking sleepy. Selie and Del still slept normal hours - well a little more in Del's case - but, still, they slept.

Her short hair stuck up on one side, showing where she'd slept on it. I smiled and chuckled and I reached out and smoothed it. She smiled at me sheepishly. "Thanks." She yawned.

I pulled out a mug from the cupboard. "Coffee?"

"Yes, please."

I poured some hot water into the mug - I'd started warming it a while ago, knowing that Sel would want some coffee. I pulled out a package of instant coffee - Sel actually preferred it to brewed. I handed her the cup, which she took gratefully. "You excited to meet the Guardians?" I asked her.

"I have met E. Aster Bunnymund before. He is an old acquaintance of mine from the early days of Earth." Comments like those were the reason I knew Selie was _old_. I mean, she'd said that she remembered when Pitch had been Kozmotis, and that was before the fall of the Golden Age. I never let on that I knew how old she was though. Sel was sensitive about her age, didn't like being reminded that she was eons old. Honestly, I didn't blame her. "I am looking forward to meeting Sanderson Mansnoozie and Toothania."

"Not North?"

She snorted. "I am hardly eager to meet a former bandit who now leaves presents for children. Nicholas St. North is not on my list of people whom I hope to meet."

"What's so wrong with North?"

"He is over romanticized by children the world over. They think him to be a jolly old man who has nothing better to do than bring them joy one night a year. Many immortals do not see him as very different. I know him to still be the man he was, a bandit eager to jump into the fray, swords at the ready. I could very well be wrong about him, but that is my current opinion of the man known as 'Santa Clause'." She actually did air quotes when saying Santa Clause.

I shrugged and said, "When I found out Santa used to be a bandit I liked him even more. Frankly the 'jolly old man' image had begun to feel tired to me. I'm excited to meet all of them, regardless of who they used to be or who they are."

She smiled and said, "You see them and their reputations through the eyes of a child, don't you?" I waved my hand in the so-so gesture. She stayed quiet for a while, becoming more and more awake from her coffee. She looked at me. "I'm sorry for whatever it was I said the other day."

I smiled at her. "It's ok. Really. It was nothing, just... an old feeling. I'm fine."

After finishing her coffee, Sel had gone back to her room to "make herself presentable" before the Guardians got here. I'd put the cookies in the oven and then went to my room to do the same. I changed into a pair of jeans, the boots I'd worn in Niles, a shirt that seemed to float and a thin sweater I'd had for years. Putting my hair into a pony-tail, I went back to the kitchen to check on the cookies, which still had a few minutes to go. I'd had to guess on the times, even though the directions had said plainly the amount of time, the frigid air in the sanctuary meant we had to cook things a bit longer and a tad hotter, or it wouldn't be cooked at all.

Sel was back in the kitchen and I asked her to watch the cookies for me. I walked out of the kitchen and down the hallway, through the entry way and down the miscellaneous hallway. The second doorway on my left led to the open roofed room that Jack usually entered through. Each of the Guardians were supposed to be arriving through here as opposed to the "front door" as North's sleigh was too big to fit. Jack also wanted to show off his home to his fellow Guardians. Making a grand entrance was nothing when you could show off a palace carved from ice. I sat down along the wall and waited for their arrivals.

Jack was waiting topside to direct each of his fellow Guardians towards the hole, while I waited inside to welcome them. North arrived first, having used his snow-globes to bypass the entire distance between the poles. I heard him shouting as his sleigh soared down through the open ceiling until it rested on the ground. I was open mouthed. _It's the sleigh._ My open mouth became a smile wide as my eyes as I walked over to it. "Whoa." I said as I neared.

The sled gleamed, the dark red paint polished to where you could almost see your reflection. The reindeer were easily a foot taller than me, and that was _before_ you added in the antlers. North himself then stepped out of the sleigh, standing more than a foot taller than my 5'4" frame. I heard him say softly to himself, "Everyone loves the sleigh."

_You got that right._ I held out my hand as I said, "Hello. I'm Story, one of Jack's roommates."

He took my hand and shook it, looking confused. "Jack has roommates?"

I laughed once. "Yeah, there's four of us, though only three are here now. We're gonna wait here until all the others arrive." I'd never had to play hostess before, and it was a bit awkward. I found myself nearly saying "um" every five seconds.

North nodded and said, "Sounds like plan." My eyes had traveled back to the gleaming surface of the sleigh. "You like the sleigh?"

"Oh yeah. I used to dream I could hear the reindeer on the roof when I was little - who knows, I might have actually heard 'em." North laughed at my comment, though I noticed a small bit of confusion on his face. "So, how many kids leave carrots for the reindeer?"

"Not enough, they get almost many cookies as me!" I laughed along with him as Tooth fluttered down, followed by a handful of her fairies.

She flew over and landed in front of us. She was about my height, maybe 5'5". She smiled at me, slightly confused. "Hello, who are you?" She glanced at North, as if he could answer her question.

I held out my hand to her, as I'd done with North. "I'm Story. I'm one of Jack's roommates. I'm stuck playing hostess today." I smiled lopsidedly. "We're waiting here for the others to arrive." She nodded, accepting the information but looking confused about it. _Sheesh, you'd think they'd be less surprised about roommates._

Sandy arrived next, a cloud of Dreamsand floating down, Sandy and Jack both perched on top. Jack hopped off as the cloud touched down and dissipated. Jack walked over to the tree of us, Sandy floating along behind. "I see the two of you have met Story." Sandy floated up to me, a smile on his face, and held out his hand.

I shook it and said, "It's nice to meet you Sandy." Symbols flashed above his head, and, after he'd repeated them slower, I repeated back, "'The pleasure is mine?'" He nodded enthusiastically.

Jack looked at his fellow Guardians as he said, "As soon as Bunny get's here we'll go to the kitchen so we can have the meeting."

_Of course Bunny would be the last here, he hates cold._ Right as the thought had passed through my mind a tunnel opened up in the middle of the floor, not far from us, and E. Aster Bunnymund quite literally hopped out of it. "Speak of the devil. Bunny, this is Story," Jack said, gesturing to me. I walked over and offered my hand to be shook again. The pooka accepted it. Jack clapped his hands together. "Alright, everyone follow me!"

Jack took the lead, me next to him as the Guardians followed, Bunny already looking cold. We exited the entry room and turned right down the passageway, towards the entryway. As we entered the massive room I could feel the gasps and gapes as the Guardians took in the surroundings. There were columns lining the walls and the patterns on the floor were the most brilliant in the center, spiraling outward and branching off to head down each of the hallways. Jack led us towards the right hand hallway.

The smell of fresh-baked cookies could be perceived, especially to one so used to it. North took a deep breath before saying, "Cookies?" He looked towards Jack, but it was I who answered.

"They're premade, but they're fresh. I thought that you'd appreciate having fresh-baked cookies, North." I smiled at him.

He sputtered, "U-um - Thank you." Jack chuckled softly to himself and I rolled my eyes at him.

We walked into the kitchen where Sel was taking the tray of cookies from the oven. I ran over and got out a plate to put them on as Jack ushered our guests to the table in the open area that one could call a dining room. "Go tell Del they're here would ya?" I said to Selie.

"Let me introduce myself to our guests first." We went over to the table, me placing the plate of cookies near North and she going straight to Bunny. "Hello, Aster. It is nice seeing you again."

"Sel, what're you doin' here?"

"I live here, you dolt."

"I knew you lived in Antarctica, but I didn't know you lived with Jack Frost."

Jack looked at Sel. "You never told me you knew Bunny."

She leaned towards him as she said, "You never asked." Looking back towards the others, she said, "If you'll all excuse me, I am going to get Ara Del'Ket and tell him that you've all arrived." She left the room and I sat down next to Jack at the table. We'd all sat on one end, the table itself being too large for us to disperse around it and still be heard by one another.

"Um..." Tooth looked questioningly at Jack.

"Sel's lived here longer than me, I couldn't really kick her out could I?" Tooth glanced at me. I knew she wanted to ask what I was doing here, but didn't want to risk offending me. "My roommates will be joining us, if you guy are ok with that."

I was fighting to hide my smile, knowing once it was out I'd start laughing. "Can I offer anyone something to drink? Milk, hot chocolate...?"

North looked up at me, a cookie halfway to his mouth. "I would love milk."

"Anything warm. I thought the _north_ pole was cold..." Bunny said, shivering.

I looked to Tooth. "Would you like some hot water then? I know how you feel about chocolate and you must be cold too."

She looked up at me, speechless for a moment before saying, "Yes... Yes that would be fine." I stepped away from the table to go and get the promised drinks.

Jack called from behind me, "Hot chocolate for me too please!"

I fought the urge to yell back "get it yourself" and instead said, "Yeah, yeah! I'm not the maid, you know!" I heard Jack's chuckle as I went over to the stove where there was still a fair amount of hot water, which I'd had the foresight to make more of about half an hour ago. I poured four mugs of hot chocolate, one for Bunny, one for Jack, one for myself, and one for Sandy. I poured another mug full of only water and filled another with literally ice-cold milk. I brought Jack and North theirs first, Jack cooling the drink before actually drinking it. I brought Tooth's and Bunny's next, and Sandy's when I went back for my own.

While I'd poured the drinks I had heard North's attempt to whisper to Jack. "Who is she?"

Jack, not nearly as subtle and not caring if I over heard, said in his normal voice, "Story's that new immortal I told you guys about six years ago."

After Jack had broken the ice with that tidbit of information, the others had relaxed. Sandy being the only one, save Jack and myself, who hadn't partaken in the awkward filling the air. I sat back down next to Jack, with Sandy on my other side. "Everyone enjoying their drinks?"

My comment was responded to with nods from everyone at the table. Bunny looked around at the hugeness of the room. "Why's it so bloody big in here?"

"So Del can fit," was my response. He looked, understandably, confused. I didn't elaborate though. "So... what do you guys do at your meetings?"

Tooth looked at me excitedly. "Well, we talk about any new immortals we've found. We talk about any fearling sightings we've had."

"Which usually aren't that many." Bunny piped up.

Tooth, without skipping a beat, kept talking. "Any new ideas we have for how to make kids happier."

"And we talk of odd things we see during year." North brought up the last comment.

Tooth finished up sentimentally with, "Back when it was just Sandy and I we used the meeting to catch up as well. When Bunny joined we still caught up, but once North joined us we'd all gotten so wrapped up in our own Guardian duties, that the meetings had become a necessary hassle." She smiled over at Jack. "Ever since Jack became a Guardian we've managed to enjoy our meetings again."

Sandy waved his hands to get our attention. Symbols flashed above his head and I read them out loud. "'It was Jack's idea to trade off'?" He nodded again at my correct guess.

"How you read Sandy's symbols so good?" North had asked.

I shrugged. "I guess I'm just good at guessing."

Jack shoved my arm and said, "Don't lie, you know exactly why." He looked at the other Guardians. "Story's full name is Story Tale."

"I am the feeling of stories."

My comment was met with scrunched brows and generally confused expressions, even Sandy. Tooth looked at me, her head tipped to one side, and said, "What do you mean?"

"When's the last time you were completely enthralled by a story? Book, song, art, anything."

She smiled wistfully. "A long time ago."

"Do you remember the feeling? The feeling you had when you were in the story?" She nodded slowly. "I'm that feeling. The feeling of going to a foreign place that feels like home. When you feel your heart lift and dance in time with music or words or images... When the world around you doesn't exist, but the world in front of your eyes does." I smiled widely. "That's who I am."

Bunny spoke up. "There's never been an immortal for that before."

"Well, Aster, it's high time there was one." I cut him off before he could comment. "Belief in the feeling is there. It's been there since before I died. I believed in it, consciously, when I was mortal. Others do as well, even if most don't realize it. People may not believe in me, but they believe in what I am."

"What does have to do with reading Sandy's symbols?" North had brought us back to the point.

"When I experience stories... there's a meaning behind them that I feel, but that others normally don't. There was a time that stories were everything to me, now they're everything that I am. Sandy's symbols are nothing but a story... it's not that hard to see where this is going."

"Story's also had a way of seeing what people really mean, even when she was mortal." Jack had added once I'd finished. I gestured in a way that said "that's true" and took a sip of my hot chocolate, which was more like warm chocolate now.

Bunny, sat forward, holding his arms up in a way that said hold on. "Wait, you two knew each other before you became an immortal?" He said, gesturing to Jack and me.

I was a small bit confused. I knew Jack had told them about me six years ago. "Yeah." I looked at Jack, who was wincing, a grimace on his face. _That butt!_ "Jack?"

"Well..." The look on my face told him to not dodge the question. "Alright, so, I told them there was a new immortal... that's it." I narrowed my eyes at him. "Hey, I met you in winter, you died in spring, the meetings are in summer. By the time the next meeting came around you were already immortal." I sighed, face-palming. I swatted him on the arm and resumed my face-palm.

I sighed again before explaining to the confused Guardians. "Jack met my little brother and me the winter after you guys defeated Pitch. After the movie had come out." Jack had told me that, after the movie had been released, there had been thousands more believers, almost overnight. Which is how he'd found Caeden and me. The other Guardians knew this, so I didn't bring it up. "Caeden - my brother - came running in saying Jack Frost was outside, and I thought that I'd finally get the magic I'd wished for, for years. And then, when I didn't _see _Jack, he came and gave me a pep-talk by writing on frosted glass. By the end of the week, he'd hit me with one of his 'special snowballs' and I could see him. And I kept seeing him. Jack and I became friends, he even came to my work one time... And then, three months after we first met, I died. And Jack was there when I woke up."

I'd never told Jack that I'd heard his conversation with Manny, never told him I'd heard it, seen it, firsthand. He'd never told me about it either, so I'd never brought it up. "And we're still friends." I said in a much lighter tone.

Jack sat forward and said, "Hey, aren't we supposed to be having a meeting?"

After the revelations in the first ten minutes, the rest of the meeting was fairly boring. The tension slowly eased away and the other Guardians started talking openly. The only other bit of excitement was when Del came to join us. I'd forgotten to tell them he was a dragon. So, when a giant, scaly beast crawled through the entryway Bunny, Tooth and, surprisingly, Sandy all ran for cover, while North pulled out his swords... Poor Del started pouting and whining while Jack and I burst out laughing. Sel, of course didn't skip a beat and just sat, drinking her coffee.

By the end of the meeting, North had to get back to his workshop, and Bunny was nearly frozen. Before leaving, Bunny said, "Next year, the meeting's at the warren. I'm sick of cold!" Jack offered to show his remaining guests around, both of whom said yes. Sandy and Jack went off, leaving Tooth with me.

I smiled at her and asked, "Care for the grand tour?"

"Sure!"

"Anything you care to see first?" She shook her head. "Okay, then. Well... You've seen the kitchen, so I guess well start across the hall." I led her to the entryway of the kitchen. "Lucky, you. You get to see one of my favorite rooms first." I kept walking and went around the corner to the last door in the hallway, effectively 'across the hall'. "This... is the library." A wide smile was on my face, as always when I first entered the library.

Tooth's mouth was an "o" of wonder, albeit faint. "Oh..." She glanced around at the shelves, filled with books. At the few armchairs left and the tables scattered here and there. Each of the shelves was about fifteen feet tall and four feet wide. "Why are there so many books?" She looked at me and said, "Oh, duh." A sheepish smile on her face.

"No, actually, Jack's been collecting them for years, the last eighty I think. Sel's a Lillend, and they love stories. I was just happy to find the place when I moved in.

She noticed the upper walkway, pointing to it she said, "Where does that lead?"

"That's the upper walkway that goes all the way around the sanctuary. Don't worry, I'll show you that too." I added laughing. I ushered her out of the library and down the hall, showing her the living room(which had a giant screen for watching movies) and the Hall(which we used for house parties with music and such) as we passed them. When we reached the entryway again, we turned to the right, towards the bedrooms.

"Who carved these patterns into the floor?" Tooth had been gazing at them for a while now.

"I believe that Jack did. Keep in mind, he was almost alone for 300 years... he got bored. Yeah, Sel and Del were here, but that's still a long time alone. When he wasn't in burgess during Northern winter, he spent the first hundred years or so just carving out the sanctuary. He's added new rooms over the years, as well as making most of them bigger for Del, but I think he did those back when he first started carving the place. Extending them as it expanded of course."

"Where are we going now?"

"I'm showing you my room." As we walked, the first door on our left was an actual door, which was closed. "That's Korri's room, she's our other roommate." I explained. The next door, on the right this time was a massive archway that led to an even more massive room. "Del's room." There was a big ledge on one side that was his 'bed' and the rest had miscellaneous things Del had collected over the years... in the corner was a mess left from his meals. "Uh... ignore the mess in the corner."

I ushered her farther along the hallway to my room next. There was a curtain over the doorway that I brushed aside and swept my arm inward. "I know it's small, but it's mine." Covering the walls were frames with ice where there would be wood, the ice fusing with the walls. They held the artwork I'd taken years ago from Niles, some that I'd collected over the years, some that I'd made during the past six years, and one ink stained shirt. There were also the few pictures I'd taken with me when I left. My bed was in the far left corner, my closet across from it in the far right corner. In the near left corner was my globe. Far enough into my room to be able to walk all the way around, but, still, in the corner.

Upon seeing my globe, Tooth rushed over to it. I could practically hear the ooh's-and-ahh's. "That's my globe. I took the idea from you guys."

"But there's no lights... Oh! There's one."

I smiled and said, "That's my brother."

She gazed at the globe for a few more moments. "Why is it glowing like that?"

"As far as I can tell, it's because I have ambient belief. The parts that glow brighter every once in a while - like there," I said, pointing at a spot, "Are where people are experiencing stories in real-time."

"It's like a little heart beat."

"That's what I think too... What's your globe like?"

"Well... it's made of the same material as the rest of the Tooth Palace, with accurate elevations - in scale of course. And it has the same lights as the rest of us. That's why your globe seems so... foreign, for it to be glowing like that." She smiled sheepishly at me. "I'm used to lights, not a glow."

I shrugged, "No problem."

She looked up from the globe and around at the pictures on my wall. "Where did you get all these?"

"I made most of them." She walked over to one that was an abstract watercolor. It had thick black marks running up the page, spider-webbing outward so that they looked similar to trees. At the top, going down there were blue and purple streaks, while red and orange flicked up from the "trees". I pointed to the one she was looking at. "I made that one when I was mortal. I was reading the 'Scary Stories Series' again and felt like mimicking the feel of the illustrations in the books."

I pointed to another near it. This one was long and thin and had what appeared to be a bird with a _long_ tail. "That one's a paper-craft. I did that when I was mortal too. It's supposed to be a phoenix." I pointed to one I'd done about a year ago. "That one I did listening to nothing but violins when I drew it, and pianos when I colored it." I went around describing others, pointing out when I'd acquired one as opposed to creating it.

We got to a picture, one of Caeden and I, we were roller-skating. "Who's this?"

"That's Caeden. This was taken about a month before we met Jack." I looked at her. "I went back to see him about two weeks ago. When I got home I saw the light on my globe."

"You spoke with your _mortal_ brother."

"Yep." I led her out of my room, down the hall, towards the staircase. On our left we passed a doorway covered with a thin layer of ice, thick enough to obscure what lay behind, but thin enough to discern colors and shapes.

"What's in there?"

"That's Jack's room." She nodded and we kept walking. At the end of the hallway there was a doorway, covered with a curtain, similar to mine. On either side of the door a stairway led upward in opposing directions. I pointed towards the doorway. "That's Sel's room, the upper walkway comes down to the main floor so she can have her privacy." I led her up the left staircase and into the passageway.

After getting more than halfway down the tunnel the side facing inwards opened up and we looked down on one of the arenas. I explained, "Jack had a room built for every type of field or arena, plus others that are for other types of fun. That's what makes up the majority of the rooms in this hallway." The wall closed again and, about twenty feet later, opened to another room. Snow fell from the ceiling, thicker than the rest. "This room snows even when Jack is gone, there's always a layer of snow on the ground, just enough for winter fun." We made it to the stairways, one leading back towards the center of the sanctuary, one leading outwards. I led her down the latter.

To our left was a room that held another field, football I believe, I'd never been that much of a fan. We walked past it, heading farther away. The next door was also on our left... the rock climbing room. The flash of color that wasn't ice blue caught Tooth's eye and she walked into the room. I followed her in and explained that this room butted up against Valkyrie Dome. "What is this room for?"

"Rock climbing, and ice climbing if you're up for a bit more difficulty."

"I've never been rock climbing before," she mused.

I stared at her, open mouthed. "The Tooth Palace in on a mountain. How have you never been rock climbing before?"

She shrugged nonchalantly. "I've always flown there."

I shook my head in astonishment and walked towards the entrance, with Tooth following behind. Across the hall was the flight room, where I'd first met Del. When we walked in a smile lit Tooth's face, as she instantly recognized the room for what it was. "A flying room!" She looked down at me, as she'd lifted from the ground and was now hovering. She smiled and looked back around at the room. "Oh, I haven't flown for no reason in ages!"

I laughed and said, "Have at it."

"Oh, but, I don't want to just leave you. I mean, I am the guest."

Jack's trademark grin appeared on my face as I said, "Oh... don't worry about me. I'll join you."

"You can fly?" I didn't answer, for my wings were answering for me. I'd called them the moment she'd shown the smallest reluctance. By the time she'd finished her sentence the pages were already fluttering out of the upper walkway. I kept the smile on my face as my wings formed, nearly bursting into laughter at Tooth's surprised expression.

I lifted my wings and raised one eyebrow, still smiling. "We just gonna stand here? Or are we gonna fly."

She smiled in return as I launched myself and the two of us soared through the room. Weaving in and out of the columns and protrusions, in synch and out. Flying was just too much fun. I'd since mastered the sideways flight after my failed first attempt years ago, and did it now. A song popped in my head, one I'd always felt had a competitive feel to it... and I let loose. I went faster, and, admittedly, more recklessly, around the room. If it weren't for the brightness of her feathers I would have lost Tooth. As it was, the bright dot of color in my peripherals kept her in sight. She looped around me and matched my speed.

"You're so fast!" After a few moments of flying side-by-side she tilted her head and looked at me. "Do you hear music?"

Laughing, I called back, "All the time!"

When we finally touched down again, Tooth was smiling from ear to ear. "That was - so much fun!" she almost sang. She was almost as excited as she had been when the other Guardians had helped her to collect the teeth. Which reminds me.

"Jack says you've been getting out into the field again. How's it going?"

Her eyes lit up. "It's amazing!" She did a little twirl in the air. "I really don't know why I ever stopped."

I shrugged. "Like North said, you guys got so busy protecting children that you didn't have time for them."

"But I _do_ have time. I just got so wrapped up in my system that I didn't see it." She looked down at the floor, a small smile on her face. "I'm really glad Jack got me out again... I guess I kind of have to thank Pitch. If he'd never pulled that stunt, I might still be holed up in the Tooth Palace."

I looked at her carefully. "You're grateful to Pitch?" I said as carefully as my look.

"I think I might be. Not that I'll ever say that to his face, or to anyone else. Don't tell anyone, okay?"

"Cross my heart." I showed her the remaining rooms. The other arenas and fields, the snow room, and a few other fun rooms. When I showed her the ice rink she said something that made me pause.

"This kind of looks like that pond in Burgess, the one where we chased Pitch to. Not that you'd know what that looks like."

Lastly, I showed her Jack's globe. The globe itself was hollow, with the surface carved into accurate shapes of the land masses. With the center empty, gazing at the globe had an odd effect, since you could see through to the other side. It was almost like glass, but the land was frosted, literally, so you could tell them apart from the water more. "It's beautiful," she breathed.

"This was already here when I came. Sel told me that the summer after the incident with Pitch, Jack spent a month straight in here carving it. He told me that he did it mostly by hand - he didn't want to use his powers." I knew how he felt. It was different to do things by hand when you have powers. It's tempting to take the easy way out and poof it up. It's more satisfying to do it yourself though.

I showed Tooth to the entryway again, where she'd be leaving from. "I had a wonderful time meeting you Story."

"Likewise." We hugged quickly. "We should hang out again sometime. Maybe next time you can show me around the Tooth Palace."

"Oh, that's a wonderful idea! You should stop by the next time you're out and about!"

"How will I find it?"

"Um... I know! Look for one of my fairies and ask them to show you the way." She tossed a coin to me. "Show them this if they give you any trouble. They're more cautious now - which is a good thing! Good bye!"

"See you later." After she'd left I inspected the coin. One side had a mountain on it, the other had a tiny picture of what looked to be one of her fairies. "Hmm..." I put the coin into my pocket and went to my room. I pulled my jewelry supplies out of the chest and sat on my bed with them spread out around me. I pulled the coin out and - this is how you know I'm an artist - proceeded to turn it into jewelry. By the time I was done with it, I had a brand new necklace with the coin and a few other tooth-fairy related items all dangling from it. I hung the necklace from a hook on the side of my closet.

Getting up, I walked back to the kitchen where Del had stayed after the meeting had adjourned. I found him sleeping - big surprise. Sel was there as well, eating one of my cookies. I sat down next to her. "They good?"

She nodded. "Better than I could have managed, that's for sure." I chuckled along with her. Sel, despite having more than enough years to learn the skill, had never mastered the art of cooking. That was why I'd rushed over to get the cookies out. The woman can burn ice. I'm not exaggerating, she's done it. That's why she'd taken to liking premade meals and instant coffee. I, however, grew up with a grandma who made soup from scratch weekly. As well as making treats and such from family recipes each year with my mom. Not to mention that my dad's family is Puerto Rican, so I know my seasonings.

I grabbed one of the cookies for myself. They were cold now, but like they'd been in a freezer, which they kind of were. I bobbed my head and said, "They're not bad. I've made better though." I wish I'd had the insight to copy my family recipe for sugar cookies. They were amazing when you made them right. I gestures to the sleeping mountain in the corner. "How long's Morning Breath been conked out?"

"Since E. Aster Bunnymund and Nicholas St. North left." We sat in silence, downing a few more cookies. "Did Toothania enjoy the tour?"

"Yeah." I said smiling. "She actually invited me to her place." Sel raised her eyebrows, impressed.

"You must have made an impression on her."

"Maybe. It's more likely that, after having only male co-workers for - oh, I don't know - forever, she probably want's to have a female friend to hang out with." I smiled wickedly at Sel. "And, trust me, we _will_ have fun. She's a workaholic."


	5. Back to School

Almost a month later I left the sanctuary. I could feel my skin itching to move again - not to mention my feet were numb. What can I say, I've got a gypsy soul and was born for leaving. I said bye to Selie and Del - Korri was still AWOL, packed a bag and took off, literally. My first stop was Niles. It was September now, which meant Caeden was bound to have started school... but I was bored. I haven't felt homesick since the day I left. Which I found weird, because I always thought I would be. I always thought I would miss my family, if not the town... Turns out becoming immortal is the best way to evaporate homesickness. I did, however, miss Caeden. I'd missed him in the past six and a half years, and now that he could see me, I planned on visiting way more often.

When I'd left last time, I'd told him I'd be back in a month or so. A few hours after taking off, about three actually, I finally passed the Indiana/Kentucky border. I flew right over Louisville... and dropped to sight-see. I walked the streets, a few of which I actually recognized. I'd come here three or four times when I'd been mortal, always at the same time of year. My family had come for Thunder Over Louisville, the largest firework show in the United States - and it's not for the Fourth of July. It's for the opening of the Kentucky Derby. The fireworks last over an hour, are set to music, and are only rivaled by Chinese New Year _in_ China. I'd never gotten to come any other time of year. I resolved to go and see the show the coming year, as it was held in early spring.

As I was walking down the street I noticed someone familiar on the other side of the road, on the other sidewalk. I danced across the road, dodging cars as I went. Once I reached the other side, I looked for the familiar face. _Who is it?_ I found them and ran over, 'til I was close enough to discern their face better. I jumped back in recognition. It was my aunt - well step aunt. It was my step-grandma's sister, who lived here. I hadn't seen any of my relatives, aside from Caeden, in the past six years. I hadn't let myself see my mom... I'm not sure I ever will. But here I was, face to face with an aunt I'd only seen two or three times ever.

For one of the first times since dying, I felt invisible. I was staring at a relative, to whom I didn't exist. Yes, I'd traversed the globe, and been seen by no mortal eyes, but I didn't know any of them, I didn't expect to. It was surreal to see her and have her not see me. She walked past me, without a glance. Distracted by her, I didn't notice a pedestrian 'til they walked through me. I immediately, instinctively, jumped off of the sidewalk and up onto an awning. My breath came deep and fast. I really hated being walked through. It was like having ice-cold water poured down my back, and having my breath knocked out of me. Aside from the physical sensations, I also felt like someone had stabbed my heart. When someone walks through you, you feel their absence of belief. It's not a pleasant feeling to say the least.

I had my arms wrapped around my abdomen, and, had anyone been there to see, the look of fear could have been perceived on my face. Once I calmed myself enough, I jumped down, being careful to not walk through anyone else. I'd dropped my bag in my mad dash up to the awning and had to locate it. _There..._ It was almost laying in the street. I swerved around people and snatched it up, slinging it over my shoulder. I took one last look around downtown Louisville and called my wings back. I was ready to leave.

Half an hour later I dropped onto my old street. I was a few blocks from my old house, but I didn't mind walking. Unlike the street in Louisville, there were no other pedestrians on the road, there weren't even sidewalks in this neighborhood. I had my hands in my pockets as I strode down the street. A dog barked at me as I walked passed it. That was something I'd noticed. Animals always saw me, or at least sensed me. I found it hilarious when a dog on a leash was barking at me and their owner was oblivious as to why their dog was barking at thin air. "Oh, shut up." I said it good-naturedly. Being walked through had thrown me off my game, but I was good now. I was gonna see my brother again, how could I be in a bad mood?

I came up to my house and hopped over the fence into the backyard. It still stunned me to see our completed, not to mention good looking, backyard. Before, my mom hadn't had a chance to make it what she'd wanted. In the past six years she'd obviously found time. I remember the last time I saw it with mortal eyes. The pool hadn't been drained yet, so the water was a brownish-green color. The concrete was dirty and stained like it'd always been. The bushes were basically sticks, as the leave's had yet to come back. All in all, not very pretty. Now, the water was a slightly brownish blue, dirt must have washed in. The concrete had been stained another color, on purpose, but was still a bit dirty. The bushes were starting to loose their leaves. There was pompas grass all over, the seating had finally shown itself after years of nothing, there was a fire-pit - that worked - and, all in all, what my mom had always wanted the yard to look like.

I shook my head in faint wonder. It was weird being back... but, then again, I wasn't really back, was I? I climbed up to my old window. Sure enough, Caeden had left it unlocked. I slithered in, dropping my bag on the floor. It was only about 3:00pm, so I knew he'd probably just got home from school, if not he'd be home in a little bit. I went into his room and left a note, paper airplane style, on his bed. He'd see it when he got home. I went back upstairs to my old room and flipped on the T.V.

At about 4:15, I heard the front door open and close. _It's about time. _Caeden always got dropped off at our grandma's house, which was on State Line Rd. He went to school in Michigan, we lived in Indiana. Technically. Our grandma's was the closest the school could get him to home. He'd told me that last year he'd started walking home from her house once he'd been dropped off by the bus. I hadn't realized he walked at a snail's pace.

I didn't bother to get up, he'd find my note and come to me. I was feeling lazy. I heard him walking past the door to my old room and into his. I heard him drop his bag on the floor and turn on his T.V. Then I heard him find the note. A smile crept over my face. He thundered up the stairs, flying around the landing and almost falling flat on his face. I tried to hide my chuckle and almost succeeded. He didn't seem to notice though.

"Tori!" He jumped at me and buried me with a hug, which I accepted, though I was knocked over in the process.

"Did you stop to sight-see or something? I've been here since 3:00!"

"What about you? You said you'd be back in a month!"

"I said about a month." He sat back. "How's school goin'?"

"So far? Good." He glanced at the T.V. which I still had on. "What'cha watching?"

"Supernatural. Haven't seen it in a few years."

"Sweet."

The next day, which happened to be Wednesday, I went with Caeden to school. I even rode the bus. _That_ was weird. I had rode the bus for half of my senior year, it saved on gas. Hey, I'm cheap, what can I say? That was almost eight years ago. I sat in the seat across from Caeden for most of the ride, but ended up standing for the last few stops as my seat was needed. I'd stood on top od the seats a few times to avoid being passed through, though I think Caeden just thought I was seat surfing. I kinda was. I'd always wanted to, but had never been willing to piss off the driver, whom I'd always befriended. Riding the bus was almost like home for the fact that my bro definitely took after me. He sat up near the front.

I'd never sat in back on my bus. Ever. When I was younger I'd wanted to because it meant you were cool. Once I got older I realized I hated everyone back there and it was far less noisy and annoying near the front. People got stuff thrown at them in back, but, near the driver, no one dared. I'd always tried to find a seat to myself as well, I usually had so much stuff with me, I needed it. In any case, after the last stop I perched on the back of Caeden's seat until we got to Brandywine High School. I knew he wanted to say something to me, but didn't want to look like a crazy person by talking to thin air.

Once the bus pulled up I waited 'til everyone was gone before walking off. I didn't want a repeat of Louisville. Caeden had waited for me, walking as slowly as would seem normal towards the school. I caught up to him. "You didn't have to wait for me. Remember, this was my school long before it was yours. I know my way around."

"Why'd you sit on my seat for the ride? And why'd you wait 'til everyone was off before you did?"

"Do you want an older sister answer, or a serious one?"

"I don't care."

"I felt like seat surfing." He accepted that. I felt a little bad about lying to him, but I didn't want to freak him out. He knew people could pass through Jack when they didn't believe, but I hadn't yet told him I'd had the experience. I didn't plan on telling him either. Until he asked me outright, I wouldn't telling him anything serious.

We walked through the doors and into the cafeteria. I got bored almost instantly, as soon as the realization that I could wander the halls in peace occurred. "What's your first class?"

"Biology."

"Next?"

"Math, then Spanish, then lunch, art, CAD, English, and world history last."

"Alright, I'll see you." I waved as I walked out of the cafeteria and down the hall. My first stop was the art room. Mr. M had the door open, so I could walk in without arousing suspicion. Many memories lined the walls of this room. Some of my happiest ones from my time at the school. M was sitting at his desk, oblivious to my presence. I felt a pang. He'd been one of my favorite teachers. He looked older now. It was to be expected. The last time I saw him, he'd been in his early thirties, with his hair spiked up and his glasses on. He was wearing his usual attire of borderline hipster clothing, while still managing to look like a teacher. He'd always play music in class, Bob Marley and The Beatles being his favorites. Now his hair was a bit shorter and not spiked anymore. He still wore similar clothes, and still had his glasses, the stubble and almost goatee he'd sported were still there as well. But, yes, he was definitely older.

I went over to the back corner and sat down on the counter that ran all along the walls. Beneath the counter were the cabinets that held all the art supplies, on the other side of the wall were the pull out drawers that students could put artwork in. M already had his music on, and I smiled. "Yellow Submarine" came blaring out of the speakers. _Same old M._ His real name was Mr. McLaughlin but none of us ever wanted to spell it wrong, so we all called him either Mr. M or just M. I'd always opted for M. I remember that one student called him Sunset, and he called her Moonbeam. She'd given him a hippie name as a joke about his taste in music and clothing, he'd done the same in return. A few other students called him Sunset after that, but most of us called him M or Mr. M.

The bell rang and students poured into the room almost immediately, as it was right next to the cafeteria. They immediately dove into their projects, most of them pulling out iPods and MP3 players. Sitting in the corner I pulled a notebook out of my bag and drew on my own. Just little doodles, but it felt wrong to be in here without drawing. I was out of the way enough that no one would notice if my pen and book became visible, which had happened a handful of times before.

As I sat, I _felt_ the pieces they were working on. Intrigued, I followed the strongest sense of story immersion to the far side of the room. There was a girl who looked like a junior, she had her ear-buds in and was oblivious to the world around her. I watched her paint a scene that seemed to be a landscape. It was surrealistic, the colors all wrong, and trippy. It was awesome. I could faintly hear the song she was listening to, which I soon realized was on repeat. It was _Imaginary_ by Evanescence. I knew the song. I realized she was painting what the song described, a field of paper flowers with a purple sky. She'd added a few more touches, giving it an even more ethereal feel. Glowing green trees, and a river reflecting a normal sky among them. I reached out my hand and placed it on her shoulder. I felt her heart sped up as my Muse type effect kicked in.

This girl was exactly how I'd been when I was mortal. I was so enthralled by her working that I didn't realize that M had decided to take a stroll around the classroom. Until he leaned down next to her to see how her painting was coming along. Incidentally, he went right through me as he did. I pulled in a sharp breath and jumped up on the counter behind them. The girl blinked as if she'd just woken up, just realized that the world around her existed. She started talking to M about her piece. Meanwhile, tears had leaked out of my eyes, unbidden and unexpected.

I hung out in the library for a while after that. It was most often empty and I'd have ample time to move should anyone choose to sit where I was. I had to fight to keep myself off the books though. I'd had two walk-throughs in as many days. I was trembling slightly. Thought much of my mind was caught in that thought, a lot of the rest was still stuck on the girl. She'd been so into the story... I think she'd felt me, for a moment. I don't know, my mind might have been playing tricks on me. When I realized that Caeden would be having lunch I took a stroll to the cafeteria. I found him at the same table my friends and I used to sit. The one right next to the end of the lunch line.

He didn't see me walk over, he had his back to me. I walked around to the other side of the table and stood behind the person across from him. It took him a moment to realize that it was me standing there. He looked up and jumped. His friend turned around and looked right at me - or through me if you choose to look at it that way. He turned back to Caeden, confused. "Dude, why'd you jump?"

"Nothing, I just thought I saw something." I'd doubled over in laughter by now.

"That was priceless! Did you see his face? Did you see yours! Priceless!" Caeden was the only one who heard me. He fought to keep his friends from noticing his reactions to words they themselves couldn't hear. Which made it even funnier to me. I finally got up off the floor, finally over my bout of laughter. "Sorry, bud. I couldn't resist."

Under his breath, he mumbled, "You and Jack both."

One of his friends noticed him mumbling. "You say something?"

"No, just talking to myself." I was laughing again. I now realized how much fun Jack had with Jamie. But hey, that's how us older siblings are. Jack hadn't told me, but I'd figured out that he felt like Jamie was his second chance of being a brother. He'd missed his sister growing up, and Jamie had been the same age as she'd been when he first saw Jack. I hoped it worked out, but... I knew Jack shouldn't get too attached... after all. We'd stay long after they died. I kept that in mind while I was with Caeden. I had to. I knew I wouldn't be able to take it when the time came if I let myself stay as close.

Caeden noticed my brooding vibes as got up, telling his friends he was going to the bathroom, when in reality he subtly gestured to me. I followed. We went out the side of the cafeteria near the bathrooms, but we went the opposite way after that. We went all the way to the end, right before the doors. He turned to me. "What's the matter?"

"Nothing, I just thought of something, that's all." Not even my brother got to hear my weak side. No one did. I never tell anyone, never have either. The one time I told these types of things to one of my best friends, I'd started crying. I don't do it any more. Not even to Jack.

"Tori, I know you. I may have been blind when I was little, but I'm not now. I can see that something's wrong."

"It's nothing, bud. I'm fine. Go back and have lunch with your friends, I'll find you later." I walked off, back to the library.

I'm not a weak person. In general, I'm strong. Not physically, I've always hated sports, no. But emotionally. I have to thank my original characters, in part, for that. I created strong people, who made me want to live up to the example I created. I figured that, if I could think It up, I could achieve it. I rarely cry, I seldom whine about how the world isn't fair. I don't bemoan my fate about how others have it better than me, or have things I don't. Not because I'm a good person who realizes that I have more than an entire third-world country's population, but because I deal with it. I've always dealt with it. I accept, I move on, and I turn my mind to what makes me happy. Yeah I want more, yeah I want better, but I don't gripe and groan about it.

Sometimes I just have to hide away and get rid of all my "deal with it's" though. I used to hide up in my room, listen to a song that brought out all those feels, cried a little, and talked to either my ocs or some other character who'd know what I was dealing with. I'd talk to whoever would listen. It was usually at the end of these times where I'd promise that thing where I'd live normal if I could just get magic one, just fly once, just get a chance to create a story of my own, to leave the country. To do anything really. I'd give up the closest thing I could ever "realistically" get for what I wanted.

Now, I still hide, I still listen to music, but I don't talk to people. I talk to myself, in my head. I think through all the deal with it's. I was sitting in one of the bathroom stalls in the girl's room doing that now. I'd locked the door so no one would come in and sit on me. I was dealing with the thought of knowing my brother would stop believing in me, that he'd die. That everyone I cared about would die. That I was invisible. I was dealing with the feeling of the two walk-throughs. I was dealing with feeling like, even though I'd finally gotten what I wanted, even though I finally felt like I was doing what I was meant to, even though I felt complete for the first time in my life since I'd become Story Tale... even though I had friends and a family... I felt alone.

I'd always distanced myself from people. I used to describe myself as a social hermit. I love talking, hanging out, living. But I hide in my room. I stuff my face in a book. I immerse myself in my stories. I was social, but I was a hermit. I hadn't changed in that aspect. There was a reason I'd never had a real boyfriend, never fallen in love. I sighed. A few more tears slid out of my eyes and I wiped them on my sleeve. I took a breath and let out the remnants of those negative emotions. I stood up and walked out of the stall. As I left the bathroom, I glanced out the window, into the courtyard. The second lunch was in session and a few kids were sitting outside, savoring the warm weather while it lasted. Winter came fast once it got here. We took what we could.

I saw the girl from earlier, the one who'd been painting _Imaginary_. I went outside, through one of the propped open doors and stood near her. She was reading a book. I craned my neck to see the title. "What?" It was _Swan Sister_ a compilation of re-told fairy tales. I loved that book. I had a copy back at the Sanctuary, worn and read hundreds of times by myself only. Well, Sel and Jack had each read it once, Sel a few more than once, but still. This girl was drawing my notice more and more, first she listens to my kinds of music, then she reads one of my favorite books - and one of my favorite stories from it for that matter! She was reading _Chambers of the Heart_ which re-told the Bluebeard story. I ruffled the pages a little, and realized that all my favorites in the books were the ones she'd marked. _Who _is_ this girl?_

I followed her around for the rest of the day, and, sure enough, she was like a copy of me when I'd been mortal. She listened to the same music I did, she read the same books as me, she was even friends with the librarian! I was getting seriously freaked out. An idea had started growing, though. An idea I was hoping to bright to light.

The next day I rode on top of the bus, Caeden having left the window open so we could more or less talk. I hadn't told him about the girl yet, so he didn't know why I was eager when just the day before I'd been brooding. He should have learned by now, I can swing from a negative emotion to a positive one in seconds, always have. Until I designate a time for the deal with it's that is.

The wind was whipping past, blowing my hair around. I had my eyes closed, and just felt it for a moment. People were wrong, this was nothing like flying. I laughed once. Zip lines were closer, I'd been on those a handful of times. They were still nothing compared to real flight. I could have flown to the school, but I'd have gotten there way before the bus and I didn't feel like waiting around for my bro to show up. For the time being I was content to feel the wind on my face in the half light of morning.

"What's funny?" Caeden's voice wafted out of the window, quiet enough that I only just heard it.

"Nothing, bud," I said with a smile. I leaned down over the side of the buss and looked in through the window. "I just thought of a joke, that's all. It's an inside joke, you wouldn't get it."

He rolled his eyes at me, used to these kinds of answers from his older sister.

We pulled up to the school a few minutes later, this time I jumped down and met him at the door. Not having to wait for the kids to get off was much better, if I do say so myself. I leaned my arm on his shoulder as we walked. "I'll see you in art, I got a few people I want to see. Catch ya later, bud." I started to walk off.

"You know, you're the only one who still calls me bud."

I turned to him, surprised. Everyone had called him bud. In fact that's what people called his grandpa too, and when we'd first started calling him that, my mom had mused that she now knew where grandpa had gotten the nickname. "Really?"

"Everyone stopped after you... left." I felt a pang of guilt. I don't waste my thoughts on "I wishes" that pertain to the past, I don't dwell on regrets. I don't believe in regret. But I do feel bad about leaving. But I'd had too. I could have come back sooner though. I didn't have to wait six years.

It gave me time to loosen the bonds I had with him though. That's why I'd waited so long. If I'd stayed right off the bat, I wouldn't have ever been able to leave. I wouldn't have ever been able to let go. I'd always been selfish in the sense that I thought of what I needed before others, I don't deny that. I had to leave. I wouldn't tell him that though.

"Hey... when I said bye to you that night, did you remember, or did you think it was a dream?"

He was quiet for a minute before answering. "For a long time I thought it was a dream, but I found the note you left for mom... and I remembered hearing Jack's voice in the hallway. I knew it was real. And when you came back all doubts were gone."

I smiled. "Good." I turned and went inside, heading straight for the art room.

The girl was one of the first kids in the room. I could have called that. I sat on the counter behind her as she got to work immediately on her painting, putting _Imaginary_ on repeat as she did. After only a few minutes she was so totally in her story that she was oblivious to the world, and I was drawn into hers. I could hear the song now and feel the emotions she put into the piece. She was a true lover of stories. The thought crossed my mind that she should get that scholarship that my classmates had created. From what I could see, she fit the criteria.

I still didn't know her name yet, but I'd find out. She had dark brown hair that had a strip of purple on the right side of her face. Behind her glasses were green hazel eyes. I looked closer and saw the faintest ring of blue in there as well. Not that she noticed me right up next to her face. Personal boundaries aren't really a problem when people can't see you breaking them. It was kind of fun.

I was entranced by her trance like state, but not as much as I'd been yesterday, I was adamant about not being walked through again. Not for a long while anyway. She had some skills. I hadn't been able to master clouds until after I'd become immortal, and even now I struggled sometimes. I was impressed. This girl was, what, nine years younger than me? I went around to the other side of the table to get a better look at the painting and braced myself on the table. One of my hands was right on her MP3 player so I moved it over a fraction. "You're doing a great job." I mused aloud.

The girl looked up, almost right at me. I jumped back. _Did she just hear me?_ She looked down at her MP3 player in confusion. Curious, I walked back to the table. I touched her player again. "Your painting looks great." Her eyes widened. _She can hear me through the music player!_ A wicked grin spread over my face. I was going to have some fun.

I followed her around until Caeden's lunch when I went to see him again. Then I went to his art class and hung out with him while he drew horribly. My little brother is not exactly an artist. Give him a pile of Legos though and you'll get some awesome stuff. However, the school did not recognize Legos as art supplies. It's a shame because there'd be a lot more boys interested in art.

"You wanna really impress M?" He looked at me as subtly as he could.

"How." He had to whisper because not everyone had headphones on.

"Go to a new page of paper, and hold the pencil very lightly." I jumped over to the other side of the table and grabbed the pencil. Caeden's left handed so it was less awkward than you'd think it'd be. I started drawing something with the skill I'd had when I was mortal, I didn't plan on giving him _that _much extra credit. I was drawing Jack. I'd seen him enough over the years that his face had been burned into my mind. Caeden instantly saw who it was, which was my point, it was no use drawing something Caeden wouldn't be able to explain. I gave accurate proportions, made his hoodie realistic, etc. But I kept it as low key as I could, Like I said, my brother is not an artist, but I love him and wanted to help him out. When I was done, anyone who'd seen even the most basic fanart of the movie would have recognized Jack. I used nothing but blue pencils for the hoodie and kept the rest monochromatic. Mainly because the only colors that my brother can see correctly are Blue and Yellow. It killed me to not add other colors, but hey.

The bell rang and Caeden turned in his "extra credit" assignment. I was giggling so much that I couldn't bring myself to leave the room for a good few minutes after that.

When I stopped laughing I followed down the hall to the CAD room, but the door was closed. I caught Caeden's attention and yelled that I was gonna hang out in the library. I'd meet up with him in his English class. For right now, though, I was gonna find that girl. I knew she had English right now. I'd found that out yesterday. She had my other favorite teacher, even. Mr. Breneman usually left his door open, which made me happy. I was also ecstatic that he was still here. He always did tell us he wanted to teach 'til the day he died. He wasn't joking.

I sat down near his desk, on top of one of the tables he had all over the room. "Hey, Breneman. Miss me?" I could see his podium fro where I sat. On it were close to a thousand signatures, if not more. His graduating seniors had been signing it longer than I'd been alive. I'd signed it too. I'd also tagged Beer Ghost on it. Seeing the little blob guy made me smile. Caeden hadn't been lying when he said that Beer Ghost made appearances, I'd seen him on a handful of boards already. Breneman's was one of those boards. "I see you're still letting kids tag your board."

There's something about seeing without being seen. On one hand it's awesome, you're like the ultimate spy. On the other, it sucks. You can talk all you want and no one even knows what you're saying, let alone that you're there. Right now was one of those times it sucked. I loved talking to Breneman... but I couldn't do that any more, could I? I sighed. "I wish you could hear me right now. It'd be fun to catch up." I chuckled a nostalgically. "You know, I still had that picture of you with your hair down until the day I died." Breneman had _long_, thin hair that he always wore in a ponytail. On our last day of school ever, my best friend and I had convinced him to let his hair down and half of us took pictures. I laughed again at the memory.

I looked around at the classroom. They were reading Beowulf. I hadn't been able to get into it when we'd read it, too many god-tangents for my liking, but everything else I was fairly okay with. The girl was really into it though. Or, at least, she had been. Now she was looking confusedly around the room. The same way she had earlier when I'd spoken through the player. _Did she hear me talking just then?_ After looking for a minute or two she kind of shook her head and went back to the book.

I went over to her and sure enough, she was a couple chapters ahead of the rest of the class. "Damn girl, you are just like me." Her head snapped up and she looked to her left, where I was standing.

Breneman noticed. "Is something wrong, Tanya?"

She answered, sounding distracted. "No... I just... I thought I heard something."

"Okay."

I smiled and snuck out into the hallway where I jumped and whooped like an idiot. Even worse than Jack when Jamie first saw him. I was singing, "She can hear me, she can hear me! She can hear me, she can hear me!" I proceeded to act like the biggest dork on the planet until the bell rang and I jumped on top of the lockers to avoid the clogged stream of students.

I went to Caeden's English class after that. His teacher was one who'd come after I'd left, so I had no real opinion on her, but they were reading The Outsiders. I had fond memories of reading that in school. One time in particular where I was reading chapter seven, which was one chapter ahead of everyone else, and I suddenly saw "Chapter 9". I hadn't even realized I'd read through chapter eight too. I stopped in the middle of class, saying softly to myself "Well, that's enough for the day!" I was two chapters ahead of my class, that allotted me goof-off time.

Caeden was struggling to see the words, the school not having any large print copies. "Read along with the tape, bud. Listen and flip the pages when everyone else does. That's what half of these guys are doing anyway." He scrawled the words, _I'm trying to read on my own_, into his notebook. "Yeah, well, you're not reading half of what's happening, I can tell that from watching you." Not to mention that I could feel him struggling at the edge of in-story bliss. If he just listened he'd be there. To me and the tape. "You're not gonna know half of the questions on the tests at this rate."

With his nose still in the book he glanced up, glaring at me. "_Fine!_" He breathed/hissed so low that no one would notice. He sighed in defeat and put the book down on his desk, and succumbed to listening. I saw on his face that he was already more into the story. I felt him click into in-story bliss. I smiled. _Success!_

At the end of his class I walked to the door after all the other kids had filed out. "I'm gonna head back on my own, I'll meet you at grandma's house. Okay?"

"Okay." I let him walk off to history as I went to the library which was two rooms down. Like I said, the place was deserted most days, I was worry free when it came to walk-throughs. I'd found out that Tanya went to the library for the last ten minutes the past two days. I was hoping she'd follow suit and do the same today. In any case, I walked into the library and hopped up onto one of the shelves in the fiction section grabbing a book and laying it down on the top so no one would see me reading. I laid down on my stomach and proceeded to read the book, flipping the pages as quietly as I could. I'd picked one of the most boring ones here. How did I know it was boring? I'd read it before. Why was I reading it now? Because I needed to stay aware.

Sure enough, she walked in about ten or so minutes before the bell. _Dang, you're more punctual than Sandy._ She signed into the library, something the school did, so they knew kids weren't ditching class and were actually going where they said they would. She walked into the fiction section and I watched as she wandered through the shelves, unaware of my presence. I hopped down off of the shelf as she walked into the aisle it created. I grabbed the book and put it back. Her head snapped in my direction.

I chuckled to myself. She'd seen the book out of the corner of her eye. I wiggled the nearest good book on the shelf, less than an inch. She walked closer. I have to admit, I admired this girl a bit. She didn't show any fear or trepidation at all, and neither would I have were it me in her position. I pulled it out a little, just enough so she knew which one I'd been messing with.

She leaned in close to see which one it was, squinting a bit behind her glasses. Under her breath she read, "'_Stranger With my Face_'? I've read that already..." She pushed the book back in. So she'd already read that one. Fine. I moved to another book I'd read that was also good. She noticed as this one was pulled out, more than the previous one. She went over to it and read out again. "'_The Two Princesses of Bamarre_'... Hmm..." She pulled out the book all the way. I smiled.

_ Good, about time you _haven't_ read a book I like..._ My thought trailed off. This girl really _was_ just like me. People had told me similar things all my life, one from my friend that went, "Oh my God... there's a book you haven't read!?", in a half mocking way. I shook my head and followed Tanya to the checkout counter. A small smile covered my face when I saw that it was the same librarian we'd had my last year there.

"Find something new?"

Tanya nodded. "It was weird, it was like the books were jumping out at me. Like they wanted me to read them."

Ms. Mitchel laughed and said, "It sometimes seems that way. I remember this one student we had about eight years ago. She was in here more often than you. She would even get books off the new rack, just to read one she hadn't yet." She tapped the book Tanya had grabbed. "She checked this book out a few times, if I remember right."

"Yeah, I know, I read a lot." Tanya said, smiling and looking towards the floor. They finished the transaction and Tanya went and stood by the doors, waiting for the bell to ring. I was standing by Ms. Mitchel. She'd been talking about me.

"Don't worry, I still read. I still love stories. Hey - I _am_ stories." I tapped one of the books she'd yet to enter into the system, one of the new ones. "That's a good one, the dragon reminds me of a friend of mine." The bell rang and I followed Tanya out to her bus. I jumped up on top and I noticed Caeden notice me. I waved and called out that I'd meet him at home. The bus lurched forward and we were on our way.

I watched as student after student walked out the doors and down the street. Finally, Tanya waked off. I had to laugh when I saw where we'd stopped. One of my friends lived right down the road, or at least she used to. On the next block actually. I followed Tanya to her house and watched through her window for a good while, waiting for her to pick up the dang book. By the time 8:00 rolled around she'd finally gone up to her room for good. She pulled out the book. I smiled. It was time for my plan to kick into over-drive.

She read the entirety of the poem in the beginning first, something I'd done only once I'd read the book a few times. Then she dove into the story. It wasn't long 'til I felt it click. I hate to interrupt a story, especially one I know so well, but, sometimes, you gotta push your feelings for part of something aside when your feelings for the rest matter more. She was already a chapter in before I knocked on the window.

Her head snapped up. Her eyes locked on mine. Her jaw dropped. I smiled... and started laughing when I realized she could actually see me.


	6. Believing in Stories

"YES!" I pumped my fist in the air and lost my hold on her windowsill. I landed in a bush a story down. "Woops." I was laughing. I heard the window above me open and Tanya poked her head out.

Looking down at me she said, "Are you alright!" Man, this girl was _so_ much like me. She didn't start with the question of who the heck am I and why was I spying on her, no, she started by asking if I was okay after I fell off her window.

I got myself untangled from the bush and called up that I was fine. I took a few steps back and looked back up at her window. "You might wanna take a step back." Now that she believed I was there we could collide. Once she'd moved I took a running leap and ran up the side of her house 'til I could grab the windowsill again. I hoisted myself in and landed on her floor.

She was halfway across her room, caught between common sense telling her to leave the stranger, and her curiosity wanting to know who I really was. I could see the debate on her face. I'd had that feeling more than once. I stayed by her window, to try and seem un-threatening. "Um... Who are you?"

I smiled. "You should already know, or at least have an idea. Seeing as you can see me."

She scrunched her eyebrows in confusion. I saw her eyes dart to a spot on my left, and I followed her gaze. I then burst out laughing. This girl was quick! "Oh, wow." She'd looked at a poster on her wall. The poster happened to be for the movie _Rise of the Guardians_.

"What?"

I shook my head, still half-laughing. "Nothing, just that you have that poster. I really shouldn't be surprised." I looked at her again. "You figured it out yet?"

"You're not... but that's not really _real_, I mean... it's just a movie..."

"And a book series, and a horde of fanfictions, not to mention fanart. And it's all based off legends that have been around as long as humans."

She was staring at me wide-eyed. "But..." She shook her head. Now, this is why I dislike people as a whole. We've all convinced ourselves that magic isn't real and we're stuck in this world of boringness. That and most of them are stupid beyond reason. She was stuck in the mindset that immortals don't exist.

"Come, on. A girl that reads as often as you? A girl who _loves_ _stories_ as much as you do? You're trying to convince yourself otherwise." I shook my head and sighed. This is why kids are easier... but kids aren't really old enough to comprehend the real love of stories.

"You're really an immortal aren't you?"

"Ding, ding, ding, we have a winner! See, I _knew_ you wouldn't psyche yourself out of it." I still hadn't left her window. And I think she might have been frozen in her spot. "I'm really glad you can see me... I'd hoped I could get you to."

She smiled softly, and it was then that I realized that I already saw her as a friend. "What's your name?"

I pulled myself in to an official looking pose. "I, am Story Tale, the feeling and love of stories." I finished my own introduction with a curtsey. I pulled out of it and resumed my normal, more comfortable, pose.

Tanya's eyes widened and her mouth opened in wonder. "You're stories?" She sounded eager, almost like she was meeting a celebrity. It was cool, and I was almost milking it. Almost.

"That, I am."

"Wait... were you there this morning when I was working on my painting?" I nodded. "And when I was reading _Beowulf_?"

"Yep."

She seemed almost hesitant to ask this last question, but, just like I figured, she plowed ahead. "And the library? Showing me the books?"

"Yes and yes. Girl, I've been following you since yesterday."

"I felt you in the art room! I was, like, weirdly inspired and, when M came over it was like I just woke up from a nap."

I laughed. "Yeah, I've had that happen a few times."

She noticed that I hadn't yet moved and jolted in surprise. "Oh! Um... do you want to sit?" She gestured at her room.

I shrugged. "Sure." I went and sat on the edge of her bed, and she sat next to me.

She was still wide-eyed. "Wow..." She breathed.

I laughed again. "I'm not a celebrity! I grew up here, for Pete's sake. Not really that special."

"You grew up here?" I nodded. "How old are you? Well, not how old you look, I mean you look nineteen, but your real age."

"Twenty-six."

Her eyes widened in surprise. "But... I thought all the immortals were old. Like a few centuries... I thought Jack Frost was the newest one. Wait - are the Guardians real!"

"Yes, yes they are."

"That means Jack's real?"

"Oh, he's real alright. He's my roommate. Or, landlord... Whatever, I live at his place." I waved my arm in a way that said I didn't feel like trying to find the right term.

"Wait, wait, wait... roommate?"

"Yep, there are three other's who live there too, one's an immortal, and the other two are technically legendary creatures."

"What creatures are real?"

"Basically all of them, I've only met a few of them though. Some even _I'd_ never heard of, so you know they stay well below the radar."

"So what are your roommates?"

"Selie is a Lillend. And Del..." I chuckled softly, anticipating the reaction. "Well, Del's a dragon."

"Dragons... are real." A look passed over her face and I swear I could almost hear her brain going "SQUEEEEEE!"

"Oh, yeah. But Del acts more like fat housecat than the ones from stories."

"What's he like?"

"Well..." We talked for hours, mostly me answering her questions. On one hand, I was bored with questions, but on the other, I love talking, and this was the first mortal, aside from my bro, who could see and hear me. I was _not_ holding back. Midnight rolled around and Tanya was yawning so wide I thought bats were going to move in. "Okay, you need sleep. Tomorrow you have school. I'll see ya later!" I walked over to the window, which was still open and started climbing out.

"Bye."

"Oh, hey, wanna see something cool?"

She instantly perked up. "Sure." She came over to the window.

"Watch this. You have the privilege of seeing my wings..." I called my wings to me, and they formed, one inside Tanya's room, one outside the window, as I was straddling the sill. Her jaw just about hit the floor. "Alright, see you tomorrow." I leapt out the window and hovered for a second outside.

"See ya tomorrow." I turned and flew away. As I was leaving I heard her say to herself, "I hope this wasn't a dream... I want it to be real... please let it be real."

I'd seem the Dreamsand hours ago, and all it took was a little flying west to find the trails again. I followed them to the cloud. Perched on top was the little star pilot who'd accepted me at the meeting without question. He saw my wings as they fluttered away and turned to face me. A smile appeared as he flashed his symbols for 'Hello'.

"Hi, Sandy."

'What brings you here?'

"I... uh, I actually had a question. Well, a few actually. What age do you stop giving dreams?"

He waved his hand in a 'so-so' gesture. 'It depends, sometimes a child believes longer, sometimes they don't'

"So you stop when they stop believing." He nodded. "Could you give a dream to a teenager? One that believes, sort of?"

He thought for a minute. 'Possibly. Who is this teenager?'

I smiled. "I have two believers now, Sandy. My brother, and this girl. I just left her - she needs sleep - and... she's scared that I was just a dream..." I looked over the edge of the could to the landscape below. "I know how she feels. I've had that same worry more than a few times, almost always when something great happened late at night. Sometimes I was wrong, but... In this instance, she could wake up and think I _was_ just a dream, and that would ruin it. What I'm asking is... Could you give her a dream for me? One that proves I'm real?"

Sandy hesitated. Finally, he mimed, 'I could try. But there are no guarantees it will work on someone past their childhood.'

"I'm willing to take whatever chance I can get." Sandy made himself a plane and I called my wings back.

As we flew towards Tanya's house, Sandy glanced over at me. His plane, being made of Dreamsand, was silent and I wouldn't have to yell, which made me happy. 'How did you get a teenager to believe in you?'

I laughed. "I took a page from Jack's playbook. I messed with her. Talking through a music player, interrupting her while she was immersed in a story, and, finally, blatantly making things move in front of her. I followed her home and got her attention while she was reading - which is not an easy feat." I shook my head in slight wonder. "Sandy, this girl is _so_ much like me... and she truly does love stories. She deserves this. I'm speaking from experience, the worst thing for someone who loves stories, is to eternally be chasing them, only to be caught in 'reality'. Meeting Jack was the best thing that happened to me as a mortal, and becoming an immortal was a dream come true for me. Tanya deserves to know that magic is real... no matter your age."

'You seem a lot older than you are. Did you learn this once you became immortal?'

"No... I knew most of this stuff for years before I even met Jack. I've known it since I picked up my first book. Incidentally, it was about the Tooth Fairy." We both laughed, Sandy silently. "You'll like her, Sandy. Heck, she's got a poster of the movie in her room!" Sandy raised his eyebrows. I laughed again. "I know, I had the same reaction!" We flew onwards and, an hour later, made it to Tanya's house.

I spent the rest of the night at my grandma's house. Well, _on_ her house. A little weight was lifted when I realized she was still here. I don't mean still living in her house... I mean alive. She'd turned eighty the year I became immortal, a few months after actually. Though she seemed younger than she was, I had to remember that she wasn't a spring chicken. I mean, she'd worked at the local Haunted House with me for years, she's got a tattoo that she first got _after_ she was a grandma and _after_ she was retired, she wears tube-tops and shorts in the summer, goes barefoot too, she's got short spikey dark brown hair that she dyes, and she's got a lead-foot and drives like a bat-outtahell. That actually where I got my speed-demon tendencies.

But... For a few years before I became immortal, my mom had been telling me that she hoped grandma would hang around as long as possible. That's why a little weight was lifted, but only a little. It was only a matter of time before she wasn't... here, anymore. I sighed. _Another thing to chalk up for the 'deal-with-its'._

At about 7:00 I saw my mom's van pull in, and Caeden get out. He waved bye to my mom as she pulled out and drove off to work. Caeden came and sat on the porch. I swung down and sat down on the handrail, dangling one leg while the other was propped up in front of me. "Where were you last night? I waited up 'til almost eleven. Then mom yelled at me to go to bed, so... you know mom."

"Well, I saw someone I know and followed them around for a bit, I lost track of time, sorry." That was true, while Tanya and I had talked the hours had flown by. I also kinda knew her. I wasn't gonna tell Caeden about her until I knew for sure she could still see me, though.

"Who was it?"

"No one you know bud. Hey, so when does Jack usually start swingin' by?"

"Late October, usually. So I see him sometimes at Halloween."

I eyed my brother. "Really?" I said with a faintly British accent. I'll use accents sometime, I have for years, even when I was mortal. I could fake some of them easily enough and certain words just sound better when used with a different accent. Caeden nodded. I grinned. "I think we might just go trick-or-treating with you this year. You are still going right?"

"Yeah, of course. That one of the best parts of Halloween!"

"And what's the other best part?" I already knew the answer. My brother and I had the same philosophy when it came to Halloween. Treats and Costumes.

"Dressing up, duh."

I fist bumped him. "That's my bro." We heard his bus turn the corner and he got up. I followed him to the street where the bus stopped and he got in, while I got _on_. After one more stop I got bored, and I was anxious to see Tanya. I leaned over and called through the window. "I'll meet you there, bud!" I jumped up and called my wings, which were there in an instant. I flapped off towards the school.

Less than a minute later I touched down in front of the school, where the kids who arrived by car were dropped off. I walked in behind some kids who'd let the door swing shut behind them... that I held open and let shut behind _me_. Not that they noticed that the door was held open a moment longer than it should have been. The past two days, I'd noticed Tanya wasn't the type to hang out in the cafeteria, like half the student body. No, if my hunch was right, she'd be hanging out near the library.

_Oh, look, I was right_. She was standing at the doors to the library, juggling her bag and her books. From what I could see she was trying to return a book or two. I walked up behind her. "You need help with that?"

I saw her shoulders slump in relief. With her back still to me she said, "That would be great, thanks." She turned around, saw me standing there and promptly dropped everything she'd been juggling. She slapped her hand over her mouth and I was sure she was trying not to blurt out something that would make her sound crazy. With her eyes wide she grabbed her things and scurried off to M's room. I followed.

She knocked on the door and he called her in. "Hey, M? Can I leave my stuff in here 'til the bell? I want to get a new book and Ms. Mitchel's not here yet. I don't want you to think I'm late or anything."

"Sure, just don't be more than ten minutes late, or I'm gonna have to mark you tardy."

"Thanks!" She dropped her stuff in her spot and left the room almost as the bell rang. I followed by hopping along the tops of the lockers, until I made it to the library almost a full minute after her, as I'd had to wait for the kids to get outta my way for some parts. She was off in the corner, farthest away from the desk and behind some shelves where we could mostly hide. When I rounded the corner of the rack she whisper-screamed, "I knew it wasn't a dream! I knew you were real! I knew my imagination wasn't _that_ good." She smiled up at me. "You're here, you're really here!"

I laughed. "I told you I'd see ya tomorrow."

"I know, I just thought it might have been a dream. But I had another dream later that made me think it wasn't..." I smiled to myself. She shook her head. "Anyway, I am so glad you're still here!"

"I'm glad you remember me."

"How could I forget you? You're stories. Good stories are never forgotten."

I paused. Did she really just say that? A grateful smile covered my face. "Well said." We sat there smiling at each other for a moment before I said, "Shouldn't you be getting back to art?"

"Oh, yeah!" I followed after her laughing and shaking my head. "So, what do you think of my painting?"

"You heard me yesterday. Seriously? It's awesome. I didn't master clouds 'til a few years back, and that river... Girl, you got skills."

She blushed. "You really think so?"

I gave her an are-you-kidding-me look. I hate when people show insecurities. Partly because I got rid of mine over a decade ago, and partly because, when they deserve the compliment, they shouldn't feel that they don't. "I'm _Story Tale_, remember? I know a good story when I see one. Imaginary is a great painting."

"How'd you know that's what it was called?"

"You based it off the song _Imaginary_. Knowing that it's easy to guess. And, again, I'm Story Tale, I kinda know what a story's called, regardless of the form it's in."

We'd made it to the art room and she got out her painting and her supplies. Today, as with yesterday, she was painting the paper flowers... which was very time consuming, believe you me. Because she could now see - and hear me - I sat on the opposite side of her so I could talk while she painted. "I love the way you did these trees, by the way." She said thank you in sign language. "You know sign language?" She nodded. "Well, then talking to you with other people around is going to be much easier. I'm a bit rusty at it though, so you might have to spell most of the words out." She then sighed something that, a few years ago, I might have asked her to repeat... but now I read it like a book. Man, I love my powers. "Never mind, I can read them fine. One of my best friends was taking ASL as her major in college. How'd you learn it?"

'My cousin is deaf. They used to live down the block but moved away a few years back. I still remember though.'

Sandy's symbols were easier to read, but I could still figure out what she was saying. It was harder though since she was trying to keep it low key, and not look like she was having a spaz attack or anything. I didn't blame her.

'Are you coming to my next class?'

"Eh... it's chemistry. I took that already, not really keen on re-taking it." She looked confused a minute before understanding crossed her features. "You already forgot that I followed you yesterday, didn't you?" She nodded. "You're just as bad as Caeden." I said under my breath.

'Who?'

I paused. "I'll tell ya later." I sat back and looked around the room. I wanted to draw, or paint, or something... alas, I wasn't supposed to move visible things when I was invisible. "Eugh! School is so boring. Once you've graduated that is. I'll be back." I got up and went over to the door that lead to the courtyard. Luckily, someone came over to spray something a minute later, so I didn't have to wait long. I called my wings and took off, heading for my old house.

My wings were pretty smart. They knew when to come and when not to. I mean, stories wouldn't form into my wings unless no one was going to miss it or see it flying towards me. Even though I'd stood right next to more than a hundred stories, in the art room and the library, I guarantee, none of them formed my wings. They all probably came from the houses nearby.

I made it to the house and dropped to my old window, sliding it open as I did. I slipped into the game room and went over to my old bed. Stretching underneath it, I got a hold of my bag. Caeden and I had agreed that it would be the best place to stash it. It was out of the way if it became visible in my absence and I didn't have to carry it with me _everywhere_. I went back to the window and called my wings back. That's another thing I love about my wings. They're not attached, as in, not bulky and in the way. I always let them go the moment I go into a building. I'd learned from the first time they'd broke to not let it happen again.

Closing the window behind me, I flew off back to the school. I dropped into the courtyard not three minutes after I left. Walking towards the door that lead into the art room, I noticed Tanya jump up and come over to the doors, carrying some piece with her and grabbing a can of fixative as she went. She popped out the doors and went to the nearest table to set down the charcoal drawing she'd brought. "I needed a reason to come out."

"I know."

She vigorously shook the can and began to spray the drawing. "Where'd you go?"

I held up my bag. "To get my stuff so I can draw too." She looked at me with confusion.

"Can't you just magic up a piece?"

I burst out laughing. "No, I can't just 'magic up' a piece. My powers don't work like that. And just because I _am_ stories, doesn't mean I can't _make_ them." She picked up her piece and waved it around a little, to dry it more and to try and air out the smell of the fixative. "Besides, it's more fun to do things by hand." I craned my neck to see the piece she'd sprayed, and snorted.

She blushed. "What?"

"Nothing. It's a nice picture of Tooth."

"Then why'd you snort?"

"Because I did one a few weeks ago that looks almost like a colored version of yours." I pulled out the piece I'd done a few days after the meeting. I'd actually done each of the guardians, even Jack, as well as each of my friends. I'd brought them with me to give to subject of each respective piece. I'd given Sandy his the pervious night.

She looked at my picture of Tooth and her shoulders slumped. "You're so good." She looked down at hers.

I could tell what she was gonna do by the look on her face. "Don't. You. Dare." She looked up at me in alarm. Part of me felt a little guilty for scaring her, but the rest of me was too mad at what she'd been thinking to care. When I'd been mortal, I'd hated throwing away any piece of art, any piece of writing, however much I was disappointed, stayed. And whenever one of my books had the slightest change of being harmed I flipped. Now I was _far_ more protective of stories, being one of them. "If you destroy that, you will never see me again." I was pissed.

Tanya looked like she might pee her pants. Back when I'd been mortal, I'd worked at the Niles Haunted House. It was rated one of the top ten in the country more than a few times, so I'd always been proud to work there. I'd also been great at scaring people. My specialties were sneaking up on people and appearing out of nowhere, and my faces. I had two faces, one was scary and one was just plain evil. The difference? A smile. I was giving her the scary one now, and I wasn't joking like I'd been when at the House. No, now I was dead serious. No pun intended.

"Okay... okay..." She gestured at me to calm down like you would to some wild animal or a dog that's ready to attack. I blinked. I could feel the look slip from my face, could feel the red flags fade from the atmosphere. "I'm sorry. I should have realized that stories mean a lot to you."

I sighed and ran my hand over my face. "No, I'm sorry. I overreacted, like, a lot. I didn't mean to scare you or anything."

"It's okay." She said it, but I could see she was shaken. _Damn it! Way to make a first impression on your first believer!_ She turned and went beck inside, making sure to discreetly hold the door open for me.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have scared you like that. Stories are just..." I looked away for a moment. "Stories use to be everything to me, now they're everything that I am. To see someone about to destroy one just - I don't know - flipped a switch in my brain." I laughed once. "Now I know how Sel feels."

'Your roommate?' I nodded. 'What do you mean by that?' We were back to sign language.

"Sel's a Lillend. Do you know what they are?" She shook her head. "Well, what legends say are they were a race of creatures from another world. In reality, they were from the Golden Age, which is technically a different world. 99% of them are females. They are like Nagas except for the fact that they have wings as well. So, torso and head of beautiful girl, the rest of their body a snake's and bird wings. They also _love_ stories. They'd rather be payed with a story than with gold. They collect artwork, books, music, instruments, etc. They are also extremely territorial. Oh, and immortal."

I paused for a breath. "So, when I first met Sel, she was trying to basically kill me since I was 'trespassing' as she put it. I threw up a wall of stories - on instinct, I hadn't figured out how to actually use my powers yet - and she deadpanned. She wouldn't harm a story if her life depended on it. She's as protective of her home as I am of stories... You know, I hadn't quite realized that until now." I stopped for a moment and watched her paint. "I am sorry about scaring you. I shouldn't have. Actually, Jack and the others would be mad at me if they found out. You mind if we keep this between us?"

'Who am I gonna tell?'

"Right." I became entranced for a moment. I realized she was discreetly staring at me and had asked the same question a few times. I shook my head to clear it. "Sorry, what?"

'Do you think I could meet your friends?'

I hadn't even thought of that. Caeden hadn't even asked to see them yet, then again he'd already met Jack. _Oops._ I realized that I hadn't yet told him about meeting the other guardians. I'd also not told him about my roommates yet. "Maybe." I pulled out my sketchpad and a pencil. "Do you really believe in them?" I put my feet up against the edge of the table and settled my pad in my lap. I wouldn't be tempted to set it o the table that way, and there'd be no chance of it becoming visible.

'Why wouldn't I? You're real, why wouldn't they be? You all exist right?'

"Yep, all of us. Even Pitch."

She sat back a little. 'Should you talk about him? I mean, we shouldn't believe in him right?'

"You can believe in him all you want. What you shouldn't do is be afraid of him. It might even do him some good to interact without being feared."

She looked thoughtful after that. We both worked on our respective pieces. She was still painting Imaginary, while I was drawing how the song felt, as I could still hear it. The bell jolted both of us out of our trances though. I looked up at her as she rushed to put everything away. "Maybe I shouldn't draw next to someone so absorbed. When they have a schedule to keep that is."

She laughed softly. "Maybe not."

M looked over at her. "Did you say something?"

"No... I was just... talking to myself."

M nodded in acceptance. I giggled while she looked at me confused. "Nothing."

I went to the Choir room once the students had cleared the halls. I didn't worry about the cameras of students now. There was no class at the moment and the door opened inwards, the camera didn't point towards the door either. I had free reign in this one spot. I opened the door. Man that felt good, I was getting tired of having to slip in behind people and such. This was much more my style. Freedom to do what I want without having to wait for someone else.

I took a stroll around the room, loving that it was empty. The last time I'd been in the room was twelve years ago, in eighth grade. I'd stopped taking choir then because I'd gotten tired of endless classical songs and not liking one of them. I wanted to sing what I wanted, when I wanted. And I didn't want to be shushed because I was singing with abandon while the others surrounding me were demure. Eugh. I noticed that they had one of the rolling T.V.s in the room, and laughed a little that they still had them. A flash of purple caught my eye and I leaned down to look at the VCR tape sitting on the shelf underneath the T.V. If I could have seen myself at that moment, I'd say my features softened. Instead, I'll say that nostalgia flooded me upon reading the title. _Rigoletto_.

I instantly began humming my favorite song from the movie. Mrs. Boger had been showing that movie for years before I'd even started at Brandywine. I'd seen it once before her class, on T.V. when I was probably seven years old. We hadn't been able to finish watching it in class and I begged my mom to take me to Family Video down the street and rent it. To my great relief they actually had a copy. It wasn't until years later that I figured out that no one had ever heard of it.

The last time I'd seen it, I'd rented it again. I'd been watching a compilation on youtube of the best auditions for American Idol and, for the ten seconds they showed this duet, I instantly recognized the song. They'd been singing _The Melody Within The Curse_ which is actually a mash-up of _The Melody Within_ and _The Curse_. Which, in essence are the same song, with different lyrics. One sounds darker and the other lighter, for a reason. I still had all three on my iPod. It was these three songs, which I consider three parts of a whole, that I was humming.

Now that I had it in my head, I couldn't get it out, not that I really wanted to. That meant it was time for me to sing it. I'd been singing since I could mimic the sounds, even if I didn't understand that they were words. Music speaks to me as much as any story. I was dancing around the room, which wasn't small, singing my heart out to the air. I was lost in the music, and I wasn't in the mood to find my way out. Then I heard the door open. I half ignored it, I kept singing, but stopped dancing, more or less. I turned to see who walked in and almost keeled over. "Megan?"

Megan was one of my two best friends from when I'd been mortal. She'd even called me her sister, that's how close we'd been. Song forgotten, I was stunned. She looked so different from the last time I'd seen her... which had been the day I'd died. We'd even gotten ice cream a few hours prior to me leaving for home. She was maybe an inch taller, she'd lost a _lot_ of weight, and, from the looks of things, she'd finally gotten enough money to get the braces she'd always wanted, but her mom had been to psychotic to get for her. She was wearing her hair a little longer than the shoulder length I'd been used to as well. She was very different, but she was still Megan.

She looked like she'd just seen a ghost. Realization dawned. It'd be more appropriate to say that she looked like she'd just _heard _a ghost. She'd heard me singing. I could see her trying to figure out a plausible explanation as to why she'd just heard her dead friend's voice wafting out of the choir room. I was frozen to the spot. I didn't know to be scared, excited, flattered, or sad. I was stuck in adrenaline fueled stillness instead. _What's she doing here?_ Megan had wanted to go places almost as much as me. Almost. She'd always wanted to be a mom though, so she would have been happy settling down. She'd told me she wanted to be a social worker, if she had a choice. I'd have thought she'd be at least in Chicago or some place, well, not Niles.

I was so stunned I didn't react until she was almost on top of me, literally. She'd been moving towards me, in a daze and looking around. I jumped out of the way and knocked over a chair in my haste. She snapped her head towards the sound and nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw the toppled chair. I was breathing hard, torn between staying and wanting to see my friend again, comfort her and tell her that it was just me, that I wasn't dead, that I'd gotten to do everything I'd wanted... and running the other way. I ran. Out the door, letting it bang shut behind me. I ran all the way to the other end on the school, to the lecture hall. I hid in the dark, feeling guilty and cowardly.

I stayed in the dark until the bells told me that Caeden would be having lunch... and then stayed longer. About the time the lunches were all over one of the doors cracked open and a small sliver of light grew as someone peeked in. "There you are!" I turned my head in surprise and saw Tanya's head sticking into the room. She walked in and flipped on one of the lights, so it was now, dim instead of dark. "I've been looking for you all day! I figured I'd at least see you at lunch... Why are you sitting in here with the lights off?"

She walked over to me and sat down in the chair next to me. Noticing my expression she asked, "Hey, what's the matter. You look sad."

"I just saw one of my best friends, one who was like a sister to me."

"And?"

I looked at her, too down to be sarcastic. "She didn't see me. She heard me singing and it scared the shit out of her. I'm dead remember? Or, at least, I died and came back. As far as anyone here knows, I died and my body was never found... She almost walked through me." I buried my face into my knees even further. I felt a hand place itself comfortingly on my shoulder. I glanced to my left.

Tanya's concerned face peered back at me. "I'm sorry..." She gave me a small smile. "You know, I'd forgotten that immortals were incorporeal to people who don't believe in them. I guess I slipped into your world pretty quickly, huh?" I smiled ad laughed softly and weakly. "What?"

"You're so much like me. Books, music, art, stories in general, personality... It's like someone took me and added some more normal things into the mix to get you." I looked at the back of the seat in front of me. "That's why I'm so glad that I could get you to see me." I looked back at her. "You _know_. You get stories... just like me. That's why I became Story Tale and not some other legend. Manny knew how much stories mean to me, and he knew it was high time that there was a legend dedicated to them." I was a little surprised I was telling her this. I didn't even say these things to Caeden or to Jack. Why was she so much different. _It's because she's me. She'll react the same, and she wont misinterpret anything._ "Aren't you supposed to be in class?"

"I have English right now, yeah. I asked Breneman if I could go to the library though. I wanted to find you and see what was going on."

"Shouldn't you be getting back to class, then?"

"Not without you. I'm not letting you sit alone in the dark."

I chuckled but stood up. "Fine, I'm coming, I'm coming." She smiled and got up to lead the way. I turned off the light, noticing that she forgot. I followed her to Breneman's room and sat on the floor next to her as they worked on something or other. "Are you planning on signing his podium next year?"

'Maybe.'

"What do you mean, 'maybe'? You should. I did."

'Really? Where?'

I got up and walked over to the podium I crouched down and found my scrawled former name, near the bottom. I pointed it out. "It's right here, at the bottom. Find Beer Ghost you find my name."

'You know who Beer Ghost is?'

"Chickie, I introduced him to the school. Bob and Alfonzo were hovering from school to school, but _I _brought Beer Ghost."

She was wide eyed, not that anyone noticed. Everyone else had their nose in their project, even Breneman. '_You_ started Beer Ghost?'

"That, I did. I take pride in that fact, now that I know he makes regular appearances." I stood up and almost came face to face with Breneman. I say almost because, though I saw him, he didn't see me. I sighed. "I really wish I could talk to you again." I turned and went back to my spot on the floor near Tanya's desk.

'What was that about?'

"Breneman was one of my favorite teachers. He probably remembers the origin of Beer Ghost... I wish he remembered me."

Tanya wouldn't let me leave her side for the rest of the day. I think part of her was worried about me. It was nice that she cared about me - and wasn't mothering me. After the last bell rang she didn't walk towards the doors. Instead she walked towards Breneman's room. "Hey, aren't you gonna miss your bus?"

She shrugged. "I can walk. Besides, I'll be able to talk to you without looking crazy if it's on my way home."

"True." I called a blank page and scrawled a note to Caeden saying I'd be back at about 9:00pm. I folded it into an airplane and launched it. The plane didn't fall like one normally would, but rather kept soring until it floated out the window and presumably to Caeden.

"What was that for?"

"It's how I send messages to people." She nodded in acceptance without asking who it was for. We walked into Breneman's room and she went up to his podium.

"Hey, Breneman." She crouched down on one side of the podium. Pointing at my signature, she said, "I noticed Beer Ghost was on your podium, is this the person who tagged him?"

He craned his head to look. "Oh, yeah, Tori. She was a cool student. She was always recommending books to me. She's actually the one who told me about _Swan Sister_, that book I told you to look up."

I was shocked. Breneman had told her about the book? "Really?" She seemed to be trying to get us to talk to each other, without being able to talk. "Hey, is it true that you've taken your ponytail out before?"

He laughed. Even though Breneman was probably in his seventies now, he still acted like a little kid half the time. That's one of the reasons I'd liked him so much. "Yeah, a few times the Seniors badgered me into it. It's cool, though. A few times the kids took pictures too." He laughed again, which had been his response to us taking pictures in the first place.

"I've almost finished the book, by the way, what's the next one gonna be?"

"Oh, you don't need to read the next one yet, just read your own stuff until we start it."

"Ok, bye."

"See you Monday." Tanya and I walked out of Breneman's class and down the hall. Before we weren't even outside before I started in.

"What was that about? What was the point of asking Breneman about Beer Ghost? And how did you know about his hair?"

"I heard you talking yesterday. I heard you say that you had the picture of him with his hair down." We stepped out the doors, me opening it of my own will. _Screw the cameras._ We started walking through the parking lot. "You said you wished he remembered you. He does. So does Ms. Mitchel. It _was_ you she was talking about yesterday, wasn't it?"

"Smarty pants." She snorted. "What?"

"'Smarty pants'? Really? No one says that."

"Yeah, it was out of style when I was in school too. My mom used to say it a lot, I picked it up from her. That, and using stupid as an adjective. Stupid big, stupid long, stupid early, etc." We got to the corner where the entrance to the school met the road before I spoke again. "Thanks."

She looked at me and smiled. "No problem."


	7. When Believers Meet

We were halfway to her house when I noticed a blonde girl walking behind us. She looked about my age, twenties, and had on thick sunglasses. "Heads up."

Tanya glanced over her shoulder too see who it was. "Hmm? I don't see anyone."

"What?" I looked back, trying to get a better look at her. _Wait a minute..._ We stopped and I walked back to the girl, who'd stopped as well. I leaned in close and she smirked. "Korri!"

"Who?" Tanya was looking at us - me - utterly confused.

"My roommate I told you about, the immortal. Tanya, meet, the Korrigan." I gestured towards Korri, where I was sure Tanya saw only empty air.

"She can't see me, you idiot." Korri spoke up. "In fact, I'm surprised she can see you." She crossed her arms and stood in one of those classic bitch-poses.

Tanya cocked her head and kind of squinted. She blinked, then blinked rapidly as a look of surprise crossed her face. "Is she by any chance, blonde and a little taller than you?" I nodded, smiling knowingly as Korri's mouth dropped open. _That's my girl_. "Wearing sunglasses, skinny jeans, and a jacket that I kinda want?"

"Yep." I turned to look at Korri. "Korri, meet Tanya, my first believer." Well, second, but I wasn't getting into that yet.

Tanya waved at her, smiling. "Hi. Story's told me about you." She looked at me. "I can't believe I'm meeting them already!"

Korri was dumbfounded. Mouth still hanging open, she pointed at Tanya. "She can see me." She looked at me. "Just like that?"

"Korri, keep in mind, she believes in me. We were just talking to each other. You know how I am. There's a high chance that I told her about all of you. Once someone tells you it's real, and is basically living proof, you believe fairly easily."

"I've also heard about korrigans before. A race of mythical creatures that haunted wells and ponds. They had long blonde hair and were... uh... lustful, luring guys in and then drowning them. They were beautiful at night, but... not, during the day." Tanya had been about to rattle off a textbook paragraph, but stopped when she realized she was speaking to the carrier of the legends. Smartly, she didn't want to upset a legend known to drown people.

Korri rolled her eyes. "Oh, goody. You've heard the stories of the previous one."

"Previous one?"

Korri crossed her arms. "I inherited my legend. I didn't get a new one like Story. The original Korrigan decided that she'd had enough, that it was time for her to pass. I died the same day, and, lucky me, got to be the new one." Sarcasm abounded in her tone, as well as a little resentment.

"Korri's been trying to re-write her legend, make it nicer and less feared." _I don't blame her._ I knew she envied my fortune a bit. I really am thankful I got a new legend all my own, don't be fooled. I just wish everyone had the same luck as me.

"So, _you_ don't drown guys. The other one did." Tanya, living up to my expectations, figured it out fairly quickly.

"Let's get this straight. First of all, I can't very well drown someone if they don't believe in me. Secondly, why would I kill my believers? No, what I do is much more low key, and far less evil."

Korri wouldn't tell this to anyone, but I knew she strongly disliked the legacy left to her. She hated being known as evil. She's spent the last ten years trying to change her legend, to the other immortals as much as to her believers. I'd have loved to help, but, being younger, and not really knowing anyone... I'm pretty powerless. Tanya asked, "So, what _do_ you do?"

Tanya had no idea what was going on, poor girl. "Um... what?"

"Nothing." Korri started walking, initiating that the conversation was over.

She was a good ten feet away before Tanya said, "What was that about?"

"Nothing." I started after Korri, Tanya on my heels. Putting my arm up on her shoulder I said, "So how'd you know I was here anyway?"

"I got back almost an hour after you left. Jack's getting ready for northern winter already, he said he's gonna help North deliver gifts this year, so he's gonna be spending the next few months at the pole when he's not hanging out with Jamie. I was _not_ going to be stuck at the sanctuary with that couple only." I snorted in laughter and Tanya smiled, having heard enough stories from me about my other roommates to know they were all but married in the way they acted. "So I decided to find you and see why you were in this po-dunk town." She looked at Tanya. "No offense."

"None taken. Niles _is_ small."

"To answer your question, I used to live here."

Korri stared at me dumbfounded. "You said you lived in a town where there was nothing. I didn't think you meant that everywhere you look there's ugly." Korri had grown up in a big city on the coast, Niles was a zit-faced nerd compared to what she was used to. "How the hell did _you_ come from_ this_." She gestured around with a grimace.

I have to admit, Niles isn't particularly postcard material. There's a foreclosure nearly every block, chain-link fences abound, and run-down and falling-apart buildings line the streets. But it does have it's little wonders, little islands of beauty. I was a bit insulted, but I understood what she was getting at. "I escaped into my stories, and left _this_ for hours on end. When I came back I always ignored the ugly as much as I could."

"So why are you here now?"

"To visit my brother." Too late, after the words were out of my mouth I realized what I'd said. I grimaced while Tanya shot me a look.

"What?" Tanya stared at me. "I didn't know you had a brother."

"Yeah, he goes to your school. Incidentally my old school, too, but..."

"What do you mean visiting him? Like checking up on him, seeing how he's doing?"

I winced. "No... I mean visiting, as in hanging out... As in, he can see me." She looked like she was completely confused. Korri was staying out of it, letting me flounder on my own. "You're not my _first_ believer. You're my second."

For a moment I thought she might start crying, until she spoke. "Why didn't you tell me someone else could see you!" _Oh, she's mad._ Better that than sad. "Here I was, feeling sorry for you because I thought you had the same problem as Jack and you're prancing around having a grand old time!"

Korri blinked. She glanced between Tanya and me. "My, God, there's two of you. I thought you and Jack were bad enough, but now there's another one!" I would have laughed but I was too busy arguing.

"I never asked you to feel sorry for me. In fact, I hate when people do. Secondly, he doesn't know about you either, so there."

"'So there'?" Korri looked at me, eyebrow raised. "What are you, twelve?"

I rolled my eyes at her. "Not helping, Korri." She raised her hands in defense, expression saying 'fine, I'll stay out of it'.

"Wait, you didn't tell either of us about each other?"

"No, I didn't." I was done being defensive. I was now stating facts. "I also did not tell Caeden about my roommates or being wa-" I'd almost said being walked through. I don't like admitting that I've had the experience. That's the worst thing about being a legend who's not known by name is that no one believes in _you_, just what you represent, and not usually consciously. They can walk right through you.

Korri slyly shot me a look, knowing exactly what I'd been about to say, having had the experience herself. It feels subtly different to each of us, I only know from the few people I asked to describe it from before I'd had it happen. Tanya looked at me. "Being what?"

I shook my head, dismissing that part of the conversation. "Nothing, my point is, you know some things he doesn't and he knows some you don't." Again, I really needed to tell him about my roommates and the Guardians.

"Like what?"

I rolled my eyes. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe my entire life from his first memory." Sarcasm is my second language, and I wield it well.

"Ha. Ha. That's so funny." Tanya put her hands on her hips and half glared at me.

"Ah, so you speak sarcasm too?" I replied with a sarcastic smile to match my tone, my arms folded across my chest. Korri snorted in some semblance of a laugh. Tanya and I glanced at her and then burst out laughing.

After walking Tanya the rest of the way home I showed Korri around Niles. It was a short tour. We were headed back to my house, at a leisurely stroll, when she looked around again. "I still can't believe you came from... _here_." She shuddered in a way I don't think was completely theatrical. "How did you survive?"

I glanced around at the landscape I'd grown up with. "I almost didn't."

"What do you mean?"

I took a deep breath, considering my answer. "The year before I met Jack... was a hard one for me. I'd gotten to the point where I felt like I'd never get out. There was one week where I was actually _depressed_, which is a completely foreign emotion for me. I loathe to admit it, but it happened. I had about seven breakdowns in that one weekend. I came out of it and dove into my stories I've been working on for forever... It helped. A lot. After working on my stories I felt so much better, that it made that week even more scary to me. But, I met Jack that winter and my happiness skyrocketed. The second my brother said that Jack was outside..." I looked at her. "There's a reason Jack and I are such close friends, for only knowing each other as long as we have. He was my saving grace when I was mortal. And I can't thank Manny enough for making it a permanent deal. It feels a little bittersweet being back, and a little nerve-wracking, but I can smile now. I got out, and I'm not staying, no matter who's here waiting for me."

We were silent for a few moments. "I assume you haven't told her about this?"

"No. I don't even think Caeden knows - knew. He was so oblivious of things then that he was as good as blind. Jack knows, Del knows, and now you know."

"You never told any others?"

"My friends on the internet, one or two of my friends in real life, and my parents of course, but I was referring to my current circle."

"Well." We walked onwards, taking in the scenery as it was. "You do know I was talking about you not staying regardless of who's here, right?"

I sighed. "I kinda thought so." I looked around at my surroundings again. Korri and I rarely spoke face to face, we usually had our eyes trained on something else. We're roommates, not particularly friends. "I mean it, I wont stay. I can't. In part because of what staying means to me personally, but mostly because..."

"You're not the girl who grew up here. You're Story Tale." Korri nearly read my mind.

"Exactly."

"That's why I didn't stay either. I mean, before I became the Korrigan, I was set to stay there forever, why would I want to leave? My town had everything, but... Dying changes things."

"Don't I know it." We walked about two hundred feet before I spoke again. "Did you ever think about what'd it'd be like to be immortal? Before, I mean."

She stared up at the clouds before answering. "A little. The vampire and werewolf fad had been going on forever and, they, of course, are immortal. Yes, I guess."

"Did you ever think that, if you got the choice, what your choice would be?"

"I'd have said yes in a heart beat. I was the age where parties and Friday nights were everything, and staying young looking was a priority. What about you? I assume that, since you're bringing it up, you'd thought on it a lot."

I nodded. "You got that right. It wasn't even bats and wolves that got me thinking either. It was a bunch of other things."

"So what was your answer then? Hypothetically, since we both know our outcome."

"'It depends'. Mostly my answer was 'no', though."

"'No'? _You'd_ have said no?" She was aghast. "You love being an immortal. On more that one occasion you've told me that it was the best thing that ever happened to you, including a few minutes ago. Why in the world would you have said no?"

"Because, I knew all that being immortal entailed. Yeah, you're young forever. Yeah, you won't die. Yeah, you usually get super powers... But you watch everyone you love and care about grow old and die. You see them age, knowing there's nothing you can do about it, and... when they're gone, you're still here. Immortality means loneliness."

"So how the hell are you so happy about it now?"

I smiled. "Because I have friends who are immortal too." I thought of Del and Selie. "Well, some just live a _long_ time, but still. It's why I'd say that it depends. If there were people I liked and cared about, who were also immortal, then I'd say yes, but if there weren't or only a small few in the world, then it would have been no."

"So, knowing that there are thousands of immortals, you're okay with it."

"Yep."

"Alright then." For a while we were quiet, we were over the state line before our conversation picked up again. "So how long are you planning on staying?"

"I figured that I'd pull a Jack. Visit for a while, head off to wherever, come back in a month or so. Well, I guess it's more spaced out than Jack, but, you know, same difference."

"You didn't answer my question."

"Probably another week or so. If I leave before introducing those two, Tanya's gonna kill me when I get back."

"From what I've seen, I don't doubt it... I can see why she believes in you."

"And why is that?"

"She's you." Korri said it in a tone that said 'duh'.

"Don't bitch-tone me. You know I don't give a shit either way. But, yes, I saw her and, after following her around, I realized that I was all but looking in a mirror. She's not exactly me though. She's insecure about her skills. I hate that."

"I know, I know." All of my roommates had heard this from me hundreds of times before, Korri's pretty much the only one who still gets annoyed. "'People shouldn't be insecure about their abilities and should accept compliments when they're merited.' You've only told us about a thousand times."

"Sorry, but that's how I feel. And besides, you do the same thing with your whole spiel about the differences between you and the old Korrigan."

"Fair enough." We were passing the Speedway by my house where I'd probably spent close to a thousand dollars when alive. "So where have you been staying?"

"My house, my room."

"Seriously?"

I nodded. "Yep. After I died it became a media room. Not much looks different, though. The walls are the same color, the light's the same, and half my furniture's still there, even my bed. Caeden's been watching movies with me almost every night and crashing up there."

"So, what do you do once he's out? I know you don't just sit there."

I laughed. "Yeah, I'm not the type to sit still."

"Unless you're reading." We both laughed at that one.

"Yeah. No, I've been either slipping out and visiting old haunts, or watching T.V." We turned down my road, then. "Hey, so, what took you so long to get here?"

"Story, I don't fly. I may be fast, but I can only cover so much ground." I'd forgotten that.

"Sorry, forgot. Where are you planning on staying while you're here?"

She shrugged. "I don't know, probably with you I suppose."

"Oh, hey, when we get there, let me go in on my own first. I need to tell Caeden about you and the others so he'll be able to see you. Then I'll call you in, 'K?"

"Fine."

That weekend, I introduced my two believers to each other. I invited Tanya to the mall, and coerced Caeden into going. I got him to tell mom that he was meeting friends and she dropped him off. I waited there with him, keeping him occupied while Korri brought Tanya. Back when I'd told her that I needed her help, her response was, and I quote, "It's not like I have anything else to do in this back-road."

In any case, we were there about a half an hour before Korri told me they were a few shops over in Gloria-Jean Coffee. I steered Caeden to the checkout at Game Stop and then proceeded to drag him to the coffee shop. I've always despised the smell of coffee. It makes me nauseous and I want to gag. However, I suppose I could stomach it just this once. I sat Caeden down at the table next to Tanya, and took the seat opposite him. Korri was sitting with Tanya and Caeden noticed her.

"Korri? What are you doing here? I thought you were gonna stay at the house and channel surf."

She raised her right eyebrow. "Tell me he's not seriously this naïve."

I shrugged. "Caeden, I got something to tell you. Well, someone to tell you about."

"Is it another roommate?"

"No it's - "

"Me." Tanya finished. Caeden turned to glance at her. Then looked back to me, probably thinking that she was talking to someone else. He stared expectantly at me for a moment, then understanding dawned on his face and he slowly brought his gaze back to Tanya. Then he looked between the three of us a few times. After he was sue Tanya could see both me and Korri, he looked at me wide-eyed.

Putting his hand up to try and direct his voice, he whispered to me - though whisper is an overstatement, he wasn't all that quiet. "Who is she?" He was faintly blushing and I had to swallow a laugh at his obvious embarrassment.

"This is why I've been AWOL the past few days. I was following her around and, then, once I got her to see me, I was hanging out with her. Caeden, this is Tanya." I gestured to her while she gave a tiny wave and smiled sheepishly. "She's my first believer aside from you. Tanya, this is Caeden, my baby brother."

"Hey!" He snapped his face away from where it had been gawking at Tanya and glared at me. "I'm not a baby!"

I sighed dramatically. "Fine. This is Caeden, my _little_ brother. Is that better?" He harrumphed, but didn't protest. Tanya giggled, which proceeded to make Caeden's face turn beet red. "Anyway, I told Tanya about you yesterday and she basically demanded that I introduce the two of you. I can't say I disagree."

"That's why you made me tell mom I was meeting a friend here."

"Aw, you got smarter once I left." I leaned over and gave him a big overdramatic hug that would have been the death of his social life had anyone seen me aside from our group. As it was, his already red face became almost scarlet.

Furiously he whispered at me, "Would you _stop_ that!" All three females in our group burst out laughing.

"I'm sorry, bud, you know I can't resist. I'm your _sister_. It's kinda my job to embarrass you... especially around pretty girls!" At my second comment both Caeden _and_ Tanya blushed. Making Korri and I almost double over in laughter. After gasping for breath for a moment I finally came up for air enough to apologize. "Alright, alright, I'm sorry."

Still blushing, Tanya raised her hand a little, to call our attention to her. "Um, if we're done embarrassing the mortals, I'd like to talk to Caeden."

Korri and I looked at each other. I shrugged. "Alright, Korri and I could do some shopping." We stood up and walked out of the coffee shop where my two believers were about to have a little chat.

We walked almost to the other end on the mall before Korri voiced the most recognizable observation from the past ten minutes. "Well, I'd say that your brother has a crush on Tanya."

"I'd say you're right." I found it amusing and out of the blue, but predictable. Tanya really was pretty - even if she was too insecure to realize it herself. And they were similar in a lot of ways. They both wore glasses, they had almost the same color eyes, and they both knew me. Before that last part could have been seen as narcissistic, but as an immortal, that's actually a fairly good point. Not everyone knows me - consciously. "Hey, thanks for helping."

She shrugged. "Like I said, I don't have anything else to do."

"I still don't get it. Why are you hangin' out with me? I know you said that I'm better tan those two together, but... I'm not exactly your favorite person in the world. It's actually a pretty good summation to say that I'm your least favorite of all your roommates."

"That is actually true. But you're not my least favorite immortal. I don't 'hang out' with my believers like you and Jack like to. If I showed up to my believers, they'd run screaming. You're annoying, loud, you talk to much, you repeat yourself way too much, you are too bubbly and chipper for my personal tastes, your happy-go-lucky attitude makes me wanna puke and we have no similar interests whatsoever. But you don't outright hate me. You give me a chance to prove myself. And it doesn't hurt that my comments like that whole last bit don't quite phase you."

"Fair enough." Everything she said was true. I'm annoying, loud, talk a lot, repeat myself, bubbly, chipper, happy-go-lucky and I don't have anything in common with Korri other than the fact that we are roommates and immortals. I can't get mad at a true statement, can I? "I have my grievances with you too. You're a bitch, you're a bit of an elitist, you don't interact with your believers, you hold contempt for those you don't like, and a whole mess of other things that are too minor to bring up. But you accept how I am, and don't mind as much."

"So we understand each other."

"That we do."

Korri and I hung around for another week before I was itching to leave. Korri was bored almost to tears, and I really couldn't blame her. Niles didn't have a lot. When I'd been mortal, I'd spent most of my time wrapped up in a story or on the computer talking to my friends on the internet. And I'd still been bored. Nothing beats actually traveling, going to see, firsthand, the place you're reading about. Or, at least, where it was based off of. I told Caeden and Tanya on the Friday following their meeting that I was gonna head out. They begged me to at least stay the weekend, and after an hour straight of badgering from the both of them, I finally caved. Korri, however, stole away at the first mention of staying any longer. She was gone before the hour of badgering was up.

That Saturday, Caeden and Tanya went roller-skating, and, of course, I came along. I snuck back behind the counter and grabbed a pair my size and sat with them for a few minutes until I was sure they were invisible. Then I went and joined them on the floor. It was fun. I hadn't had a chance to go roller skating since before I'd become Story. We had ice skating back at Jack's place, yeah, but it wasn't the same. I'd forgotten how much fun it really was. I was literally skating circles around Tanya and Caeden both.

Caeden was pulling his own. Once he'd really learned how, he was a pretty good skater. Tanya, however... Well, let's just say Tanya was one hair away from face-planting every five minutes. I was letting her lean on me for part of the time, but then Caeden stepped in and started leading her around, helping her balance, and other such stuff. I was starting to feel like a third wheel.

Then, being the sneak I was, I got an idea that was sure to either embarrass them, or... well, you get the picture. I went over to the sound booth where there was a request sheet and wrote down a certain song. When the first chords to "Don't Stop Believing" started playing I just about died of laughter. Then I felt great pride as Caeden sang along, in his tone deaf way, to every single word. Tanya joined in and soon most of the skaters were singing along. I was right in the think of it. This was my kind of scene. Just like the musicians who drew crowds when I was near, everyone was _in_ to the song. With the lights off and the colored lights flashing, it almost felt like a different world. I could close my eyes and almost see the belief, in that one moment.

And then the song was over, and the D.J. moved on to some of the new hits. The teenagers danced along, and to be honest, so did I. I saw Caeden steering Tanya off the floor so they could sit down for a minute. Both of them had huge smiles on their faces. I glided across the floor, expertly avoiding the other skaters whose slight conscious belief in me had already faded. I followed them over to the food area where Tanya bought the two of them a pack of Sour Punch Straws to share. I sat down across from them and snatched one up before either of them could protest. Tanya stared at me open mouthed while Caeden started chuckling as I wolfed it down.

"Story's never had the best table manners. She used to do that all the time when I was little, especially with my fries."

"I used to trick you out of your Halloween candy too."

"Did not! I gave you half because I wanted to."

I stared at him. "Think about it."

He opened his mouth to say something but stopped and actually did think about it. A moment later he glared at me. "Hey..."

I smiled triumphantly. "Bud, I'm your big sister. There was never a time I couldn't manipulate you. Think back and I'm sure you'll agree." Tanya was giggling by now. I looked at her. "This is how my family is. We joke at each other, fight, steal and snatch, and we always have to have the last word. When it came to us two, my word was always last."

"Was not!'

"Was too... think." Another glare from Caeden made both Tanya and I giggle. "See?"

After that the rest of the weekend passed easily. The three of us hung out, smiles abounded, and all too soon - from their end of things, but not soon enough from mine - the sun was setting on Sunday night, and I had my bag packed. We were hanging out on the hill behind the old school down the block from my old house. I'd actually attended when I'd been in third grade. From where we sat I could just see the windows on the second floor that had lead to the art room, and behind us had been the library. For only having gone to this school for two years, I remembered my favorite rooms well. I remembered exactly how they'd looked and I had one distinct memory from each room, two from my third grade classroom.

Have you ever gone back to your old school, not necessarily gone in, but just back. Look at the windows that you used to stare out of so often and remember what it had been like within the walls? I did it all the time when I was back, now. Every place held different memories, some more prominent than the others. I remembered that when I'd been here had been when I'd read the black lagoon books. I remembered learning how to do dot art here. I remembered the time my blood sugar had gone sky high while I was in class and I threw up in the hallway because I hadn't gotten to the bathroom fast enough. I remembered the old playground that had been demolished a few years before I became immortal. I remembered that every Friday my teacher played the YMCA song and we all danced around the room. It's strange what you remember, when it's all over.

I must have looked a little lost in the past because Tanya kind of shook my shoulder a little. "Hmm?"

"I've been saying your name for a while now. What were you thinking about?"

I shrugged. "Oh, nothing. I used to go here before they turned it into an adult education center. I was just mentally walking the halls."

"Oh..." We were all silent for a while. I was staring up at the sky, the sunset. They were both staring at me. "Um... Story?"

"Yeah?" I turned to look at her, she looked worried.

"What if I forget you while you're gone? Or stop believing in you? Caeden has years of memories of you as his sister. All I have are two weeks that have felt like a fairytale." Now she looked more than worried, she looked heartbroken. "Story, I don't want to forget you."

"Then don't." Without another word I called my wings and took off, waving goodbye to my only believers in the world. I've never been the best at goodbyes. I always act like I'll see you later in the day, as opposed to however long it'll really be. I remember a quote that went something like "goodbye means leaving, so I'll just say see you later" and I could swear that that's me. That's how I left Tanya and Caeden. My brother will be fine, if I know him - and I do - he'll help Tanya remember Story Tale. _I'm counting on you bud._

All I could do now is go find someplace to crash and enjoy my story.


	8. Memories and Musings

I ended up sort of hovering around the general area for a while until I saw Sandy send out his Dreamsand for the night. General area meaning the great lakes region. I might have even crossed up into Canada a few times. I knew from Jack that after the sand was sent out, Tooth's fairies started collecting the teeth. I landed on the roof of the nearest house once I saw the sand and waited for a fairy to make an appearance. While I waited, I fished around in my bag, looking for the necklace I'd made out of the coin Tooth had given me. I ended up waiting about ten minutes before I saw the first fairy flittering around. I made a paper airplane and sent it after them.

When it finally caught up to one and brought her back to me, the poor fairy was freaking out. "I'm sorry for distracting you, but I was told you guys can show me how to get to the Tooth Palace." I held the coin out for inspection. She grabbed it and held it up to her face, turning it over as she did. Her eyes got big and she started chattering away in her language and beckoning me. I threw the necklace over my head and snatched up my bag, calling my wings as I did. Her eyes widened again upon seeing my wings, but she shook her head and got back to business. I started following her, but called out before we got too far. "Don't you have a tooth to get, first?" She looked back and nodded, darting off in another direction and coming back a moment later, tooth clutched in her hands. She chattered again in a way that I took to mean 'follow me', and did.

After a good hour of flying - the distance of which I could have covered in half the time if it weren't for my guide - we reached a forest and the fairy slowed down. "Why are we stopping? I thought the Tooth Palace was in Asia somewhere, we're still in the U.S." She looked at me and chattered again. I managed to figure that she was looking for something, but I had no idea what. A few minutes later she ushered me into a cave, I had to release my wings to fit, but otherwise there was enough room. She lead me farther in and the rock walls of the cave turned into dirt walls of a tunnel. Because I had to walk now our progress was slower, but not too badly. After about a half an hour it finally dawned on me to ask a stupid question. "This is one of Bunny's tunnels isn't it." She nodded and chattered away again. She held up five fingers and mimed what I took to mean that they - the tunnels - ran from near the Tooth Palace to somewhere on each of the continents. We were obviously in the one connecting to North America.

"When did they set this up?" She chattered something that, even paying attention and asking her to repeat, I couldn't decipher. I was gonna have to ask Tooth to teach me how to talk to them. Not many people could talk as fast as me, and these girls could, I'd love to have a real chat. She shrugged when I said I couldn't understand and continued leading the way. We walked - flew in the fairy's case - through the tunnel for about five hours total. She chattered that it didn't usually take that long, but because I was walking... yeah. To pass the time, since we couldn't quite talk properly, I sang a few songs and she sang along with, in her way.

When I finally saw daylight peeking through the tunnel I was feeling _very_ tired of tunnels. Flying was way better. "Sorry it took so long to get back." She chattered what I took to mean 'it's okay' and I called my wings back together so we could speed up the rest of the journey. We flew north-west for about ten minutes before the Himalayas soared above us. I'd never gotten around to going there yet, so the sight left me even more awestruck than it would have. I actually stopped in mid air for a moment to stare at it. I only got moving again when the fairy gestured impatiently towards the mountains. We flew to a mountain I could not recognize nor name. I only knew that the tallest one was Everest, that's it. She lead me to what, to a mortal, would have looked like a sheer cliff-face, but to us was an opening to the hollowed out inside of the mountain itself. Staring through the opening, I wondered if some lucky mortal had somehow seen in and had started the myth of Shangri La.

The fairy led me to the center of the Palace before darting off to store the tooth. I called thank you to her as she flew off, but I'm not sure if she heard. I touched down and released my wings again, not wanting them to be in the way of the thousands of fairies flittering around me, almost faster than my eyes could follow. I heard Tooth's voice coming from a little ways away and started in the direction it was coming from. It had been a month and a half since I'd seen her and I'd almost forgotten how hyperactive she was. I wasn't so shocked, though, I can be just as hyper. She turned and saw me walking towards her, a smile breaking out over her face. "Story!" She rushed over and launched into a hug, which I reciprocated.

"Sorry it took me so long to accept the invite. I'd promised my bro that I'd visit him when I first got out, so I stopped there first."

"It's no problem. I'm so excited you're here! You found the place alright?"

I nodded. "Yep, I got a hold of one of your fairies and she showed me the way. I kinda held her up, though. My wings were too big for the tunnel, so I had to walk." I glanced around at the Palace again. "You sure know how to decorate."

She giggled. "Thanks but, most of this was here before I took over the place."

"Oh, right, this used to be the home of the Sisters of Flight, right?"

She cocked her head, surprised. "You know about them?"

"Well... I uh, read the book about you. William Joyce's. Though I don't know how accurate he got."

"He actually did fairly well in his stories of us. Though he took some liberties and claimed creative license. Manny told us to meet him and relate our stories way back when. At the time, none of us had any clue why, but... well, now it's obvious. Almost the whole world believes in us now - not just the children!"

"I know. I was one of them. I'd say I still am, but that's fairly irrelevant."

"You know, you're the only immortal I know of who's been made since the books and movie went global. I wonder why Manny chose you."

"It's because I'm awesome, duh!"

She laughed. "I'm serious. Immortals are made to fill a need. The Nature Immortals are to help Mother Nature take care of the weather and to keep natural disasters to the lowest body count possible - while maintaining the balance of course. Legend Immortals are made because mortals have started stories about an event or thing, or because they need a legend to believe in. I was already collecting the teeth of my friends when I was still mortal, and Manny made me immortal so I could continue doing so. Sandy was made immortal because the children needed dreams - good dreams... You see where I'm going with this?"

I nodded. "I get what you're saying. I mean, looking at it objectively, what good does loving stories do? It's kind of like how, before any of you _knew_ Jack, you didn't get the significance of a snowball fight or going sledding or a snow day. I can see what it looks like from an outside view. But, just like how collecting the teeth are important to you personally, telling and being told stories are the same for me. I was never _not_ in love with a story. I can't remember a time when I couldn't read - I mean, my grandpa taught me when I was two. I even remember the first book I ever read." Nostalgia descended upon me in waves and a smile covered my face. It seemed I was just lounging in the past today wasn't I?

"I know that look." I looked up at tooth, a slight question in my expression. "You're lost in your memories." The smile I wore when I was reading was now making an appearance on her face.

"A few of them."

"You know, your box is here. We can go find it if you want."

"Don't you have to direct your fairies?"

"They know where all the teeth are, I give them directions because _I_ feel more efficient. Right now I have a guest to entertain."

I chuckled. "Let's do it." She led me back to the center of the Palace and then off to a staircase on the side where we climbed up a few levels. We entered a room _filled_ with thousands upon thousands of twinkling tooth boxes. My jaw was hanging open so wide, I'm surprised it wasn't dragging the floor. On the ones closest I could make out the faces of the children they belonged to, but the room itself was so _huge_ that by the time my eyes had traveled only about a sixth of the way up, I couldn't even decipher the boxes anymore. It was only a pattern, and eventually, a gleaming gold up at the top of the domed ceiling. I'd gotten to the great cathedrals of Rome, I'd seen the Sistine Chapel - up close might I add - but this... This put them all to shame for the simple fact that this room held memories on top of it's beauty. I was so stunned that the only word I could utter was, "Whoa."

Tooth flew up to hover about ten feet off the floor in the center of the room. She slowly twirled as she spoke, looking over the room. "This is just one of the spaces where the teeth are stored. This is the most current of the ones for North America. The farther down you go, the older they get. The six spires house the teeth, one per continent - not including Antarctica."

"This... is the most _current_ one?"

She nodded. "Uh-huh! In the old days one of these rooms would hold about fifty years worth of teeth, but at the population grew they now hold about twenty-five years, give or take. The one under us was less because of the baby boomers, but this one's almost full. We've only got room for another ten children before we have to start a new room."

"So, am I in here?"

"Yep! It shouldn't be too hard to find you - what year were you born?"

"1994, in April."

She flew over to a section to our left and started searching, muttering to herself. "April '94, April '94..." She glanced at me a moment before turning back to the boxes. "What day?"

"The eleventh."

"Time?"

I had to think for a minute. "Uh... about one in the afternoon, I think." She moved farther down the row she was in leaning in close now to look for my younger face. I walked over and stood under her - almost directly because the row she was looking in was one of the first twenty. I scanned the boxes, my eyes landing on a spot about seven or eight boxes away from her. "I think it's that one." I pointed to the one I was drawn to, another wave of nostalgia washing over me the longer I stared. Too impatient to wait, and seeing an opportunity to help, I scaled the wall, using what little hand holds there were, until I was eye to eye with a picture of myself. Smiling I pulled it out of it's slot and lightly dropped down, cradling the box in my hands.

The box itself was nearly weightless considering the sheer detail of the thing. It looked very similar to the one that housed Jack's teeth, but the colors were a bit different. And, of course, it was my face on the end. I gazed at the box as Tooth gently came to land next to me. She offered her hand. "May I?"

I smiled and held the box out towards her. "Can you see them too?"

She shrugged. "If you want me to, but you have to make the decision, I can't choose to look at the memories of others without their permission."

I smiled again. "Well, there's one in particular that I think you'd appreciate." She smiled in return and lightly laid her hand on the box. We watched the scene unfold, me from the perspective I remembered it. I was small - really small. So small that I could fit easily into the lap of the big person in the chair. My grandpa had one arm around me, holding me up and the other held a children's book open so I could see the pictures. My left hand was out to hold the left page back and I flipped the pages with my right. It was a small book, only a 5x5 square with maybe fifteen pages total, but to me it was the world. My voice reading the words, my grandpa's correcting me. The Toothfairy was sad because she didn't know what she was good at. One day she saw a little girl crying because her tooth had fallen out. To make the little girl feel better, she brought a coin from her home for the girl and gave it to her in exchange for the lost tooth. The other fairies saw how happy this made the kids and they helped her from them on. The Toothfairy wasn't sad any more. I smiled up at my grandpa, proud that I had read it all by myself. He smiled down at me and I begged to read it again. He said it was okay by him and we went back to the beginning.

I was smiling as the carpeted living room and my grandpa's favorite chair faded and were replaced with the gleaming and glittering walls of the Tooth Palace. "The first book you ever read was about me?"

I giggled at Tooth's astonished tone. "I was a little girl, fairies were the coolest thing ever - plus they were pretty!" I laughed again. "Yeah, but knowing the real you I cringe at the depiction from the book."

"Oh, I don't mind. None of us really look like what the children expect, so we don't really mind how we're depicted. All except for Bunny when they have him as a pink fluffy rabbit. I can't count how many times he's seen one of those and objected that he was 'most definitely _not_ pink'."

"Guilty as charged." I raised my hand sheepishly. "I was one of those kids who thought he was pink. To be fair, I thought he was a seven foot tall pink fluffy bunny, so at least I got his height right." Tooth had doubled over in a fit of giggles at the thought of our Bunny bright pink. After less than a second I started laughing too. When I conquered my giggles for the most part I looked around at the room again, shaking my head in wonder. "Man, some of my friends from when I was mortal would have killed to see this place. And I'm just talking about the artists, not to mention the ones who needed to remember happiness." I shook my head again. "How do you know when a kid needs to remember something?"

"I feel it. The same way you can feel when someone's reading, I can feel when they need a memory. We can all feel when the children need us. The rest of the Guardians and myself especially."

I was silent for a time, trying to figure out how to voice a question I could barely put to words within the confines of my mind. "What's it like..."

"What's what like?"

"When someone stops believing in you." She was silent, no doubt surprised at the question. "I won't ask Jack things like this for obvious reasons, and Korri doesn't have any experience with this either. I know that when you gain a believer there's this... adrenaline rush, but I have no idea what loosing a believer feels like."

She paused, to consider her words I assumed. "Well... It feels like a piece of yourself has been ripped away. After a while, it doesn't hurt any more, and over the years, with as many believers as we have, you get used to it. But the first few times a child stops believing in you... it hurts." She stared off, I'm sure not seeing any of the room around us. If I had to guess, I'd say she was remembering when her childhood friends started to forget her. It's hard when people you care about forget you... believe me, I know.

Automatically, my mind brought a line to the surface, and almost unbidden it bubbled from my mouth. "You never forget kids like Emily or Andy... but they forget you."

"What?"

"It's what Jessie said in Toy Story 2 after her song about her kid. Appropriate, don't you think?"

"I've never seen the movie... or any movie for that matter."

"Are you serious? You've never seen a movie in over a hundred years of films, you've not seen one."

"No. Up until recent years I was too wrapped up in my system to even relax, I didn't have time to go and watch a movie."

"Well, we're just gonna have to fix that." The both of us chuckled and I gazed around the room again, in awe still. "This place really is beautiful. I'm not just speaking from an artistic standpoint here either."

She looked slightly embarrassed by the praise, but collected herself soon enough. "Well, thank you."

I was still gazing at the thousands of tooth boxes that were from the past 26 years _alone_. And only from North America! Honestly, one of the thoughts running through my mind was 'that's a lot of kids'. I looked back to my box, turning it slightly to see more of it. Tooth was watching me - not in a weird way - and I didn't mind. I kind of wondered what she was thinking about, and I'm sure she was wondering the same about me. "You know, I still have some of my baby teeth." I don't know why I'd said it, maybe it was the scenery and who I was with, maybe it was that I was holding my box that I knew wasn't full. In any case I'd said it.

"Really? I thought you were, what twenty, when you became immortal."

"Nineteen. My mom's the same way. The ones right behind the incisors are still the ones from when I was little. My 'adult' teeth never grew in, and the baby ones never fell out."

"Every now and again that happens. In which case the boxes don't have spaces for those teeth, so my fairies and I know to not keep expecting them. Almost all of the children who were like that have an easier time believing in us. Something to do with keeping their baby teeth, even one of them, keeps them childlike in some way."

"Well, I can attest to that. When I was little everything was as real as anything else... come to think of it,, it probably was real. Once I got older, I started really believing, but, by then, so much of the magic was lost to me that I thought I had missed my chance." The faint memory of all those heartbreaks because of possible magic tugged at me for a moment, but, like I always do, I forced myself to be happy by relating another one. "Then I met Jack, and it was possible again. I had proof, even if I couldn't see, hear, or touch it, I had poof. And then I saw him... and the proof was in front of my eyes. That day, everything that the Guardians stand for came true for me. My dreams and hopes came true. My wonder was lit again. Every memory of magic came flooding to the surface, proven to be real. And I couldn't stop smiling."

Tooth smiled at me. "Jack _does_ have that effect on people."

"That he does."

After sitting in the room for a little while longer, idly chatting, Tooth gave me the grand tour. The Tooth Palace was more intricate than I'd at first thought. The six spires were all at different heights because of population and when the continent became inhabited. Asia and Europe were by far the tallest with Africa coming in third. The next one down was South America and then North America. The shortest one was Australia, but only by a room or two. Asia and Europe had actually reached near the top of the mountain, and had smaller sub-spires to house the current teeth. Seeing all of the sheer _space_ that the teeth took up, just proved how many people had lived over the years.

We flew around the upper reaches of the palace to get a full view, as well as walking the halls. To be honest, I couldn't decide which view I liked more. We made it to her globe eventually, and it was much as she described it. The lights glittering over the surface reminded me of the lights I saw all those years ago every night. The tour rounded up with the pool far down by the base of the Palace On the wall, there was a mosaic of Tooth and some children entrusting their teeth to her, and around the pool was foliage that I had never seen in the western world. It was times like these, where I saw such incredible sights, that I relished being immortal. I would have never gotten to see the Tooth Palace had I not.

Tooth and I sat at the edge of the pond. I kicked off my shoes and dangled my feet in the water, leaning back and gazing up at the vast interior of the mountain. "So, did you enjoy the tour?" Tooth asked the question in the expected way.

"Very much. It's a lot different from the tour I gave you, that's for sure. Lot's more color."

"Oh, I don't know, your room might rival it."

"Yeah, I never did think there was ever too much color." We both laughed, me still gazing about. I never was one to shy away from beautiful things.

"You just can't stop looking, can you?"

I shook my head. "Nope." Another chuckle from her.

"I've never met an immortal who was so... you."

"Jack's pretty similar."

"That's not what I mean. You look at everything in a way that a lot of us overlook. You see it differently."

"Well, North has said that he sees wonder in everything, and Jack can always find a way to joke and smile. Sandy's always in a good mood, always optimistic. I don't see why I'm so different."

"It's the way that you're all of those things, but not. How do you manage to... be you."

"Stories. Every book I read had the most amazing people within the pages. I even created some. The more I interacted with those people the more I wanted to be like them. Eventually, I did. I managed to see everything from every angle, every possible way of telling the story, so to speak. Some ways work better than others, some are more widely accepted. Some are just easier to understand. But the ones that are really important are often misconstrued, and our views are different from what they should be. I managed to find a way to see those ones in the way I believe to be correct." I laughed at my own philosophical-ness. "And now I sound like a profit."

"Well... I guess that's one way to look at it."

"My point exactly." A handful of her fairies swooped down and chattered what I assumed were updates, which reminded me. When they flew off, and Tooth's focus was once more on me, I said, "How many languages do you speak anyway?"

"I lost count a while back. I can tell you that it's way more than Google Translate knows, that's for sure."

"I'm pretty sure _I_ know more languages than Google Translate." We both giggled before I resumed my thought. "What are the most interesting ones?"

"Well, I speak Yeti, Draconian - "

"The language that dragons speak?"

"Yes. Most of them know English and the other big languages as well, but when they're alone they speak Draconian. I was actually really surprised to see one at the Sanctuary."

"Everyone always is, but Del's flameless, and he doesn't really live up to the reputation that dragons as a species have. Once you get to know him, it's really no big surprise Jack invited him to stay."

"Hm. Well let's see... I speak..." She rattled off a list of 'interesting ones', meaning ones that humans had never heard, as well as a few lesser known or extinct human languages. "There are actually very few languages that I _don't _speak."

One of the fairies swooped in again to give more updates. They'd been doing this since we'd started our tour. "Do you think you could teach me their language?"

"Whose?" She looked at me quizzically.

"Theirs." I gestured towards the Palace and the fairies buzzing about it.

"You want to know how to speak like my fairies?"

"More like I want to understand what they're saying better. I can really only understand through their body language right now. It's like trying to talk to TinkerBell."

"Oh, I loved Peter Pan."

"Play?"

"Yes, the opening night, actually. I was above the stage, behind the lights, and it was beautiful. The smiles on the faces of the children was precious, especially when they all shouted that they believed in fairies." She giggled, remembering.

"I wish I could have seen the play, but it was before my time. I'll just have to content myself with the Disney version and 'Finding Neverland', which is a movie about the story being created. But, I really do want to learn their language. I've rarely met someone who can talk as fast as I can, you and your ladies fit the bill."

She laughed again. "I'm not going to argue with you there." She considered it for a moment. "Alright, I'll teach you, but it'll probably take a while."

"I don't mind, I've got eternity after all."

"Hey, um... this is a little embarrassing, but... do you think, um... does..." She paused and took a breath before rushing through the next scentence so fast that, had I not been a fast talker myself, I'd have needed it repeated. "DoesJackevertalkaboutme?" She had her eyes closed as she said it, slowly opening one to see my reaction.

I gave her a smile. "He talks about all the Guardians, but, honestly, he talks about his believers more than anything."

"Oh." Her shoulders slumped and her face fell.

"However, I have it on good authority - my own - that he likes you."

Everything about her lifted. "Really?" Eyes wide and a smile on her face, she looked hopeful.

"Yeah, he's told me a few times. And, between you and me," I leaned in closer to her and lowered my voice. "Hanging out with me all the time, he's gonna be used to _your_ level of hyper real quick." I laughed, to show it was a joke, and not an insult. She started laughing too.

"So... _you_ don't ... _like_ him, do you?"

"I like him in a platonic way. He's one of my best friends." I shrugged. "I'm not sure I _could_ like him in a way that's not platonic, we're too similar. I mean, he's almost like a genderbent version of myself! That'd be far too narcissistic, even for me. And I love myself."

She sighed in relief and smiled at me. "I was really hoping that'd be your answer." She looked at me sheepishly. "To tell you the truth, when we went to the meeting at The Sanctuary, and you were there... I was scared that you were his girlfriend. And then the way you two acted towards each other... But now that I've spent some time with you myself, I can see why you two are so comfortable around each other. You really _are_ similar."

"That's what I'm sayin!" And yet, on Jack it's fine, on me it's annoying. I'll never understand some peoples - Korri's - way of thinking. "Yeah. I can promise you, I don't have any feelings towards Jack other than friendship." I stared up at the Palace again for a moment. "To quote a young man who broke convention through compassion; I looked at him and I saw myself." Hiccup's line at the moment where he makes the biggest decision of his life was always my favorite part of the movie. Up until that point, he could have turned back. The moment he told Astrid that he saw himself in Toothless, he was done looking back.

"Who said that?"

"A talking fish-bone." He confused expression only made me laugh.

I stayed at the Palace for about a week, and to be honest, it was a lot of fun. Tooth and her fairies were awesome, I even went out with her one night. That was interesting, I was the calm one for once. We spent a while looking at my memories that I thought she'd like, I gave her my drawing of her. Oh, she loved it, framed it on the wall even. All in all, I had a lot of fun. Tooth was easy to get along with, and - for me - easy to keep up with. When I finally got around to leaving a handful of the fairies were sad to see me leave. The ones that stayed at the palace had hung out with Tooth and me for most of my stay, and like I said, the girls and I got along. When I waved goodbye I promised them that I'd be back for another visit before too long. As I left the Himalayas I flew towards Europe, feeling an urge to see the cathedrals again after the Palace's grand tooth rooms. I stopped in Greece first, to see the Parthenon, the temple being home to some of my favorite legends from when I'd been alive... the Olympians, or at least one of them.

After hanging around for a while I strolled the streets of Athens, the colors bringing a smile to my face. That's something I'd always loved about most of Europe is that nearly all of the cities are colorful, simply with the architecture. I came across a street performer playing a guitar. Owning a guitar myself, I felt like giving the guy a hand. The melody was one I wasn't familiar with, not surprising considering where I was, but he was playing it in a way that wasn't going to be earning him much money. I walked over to him and stood at his shoulder... well, under it, he was almost a foot taller than me. A few seconds after standing there he started getting lost in his music, which in turn made it better. A handful of people stopped by to listen, dropping change as they moved on. Four songs later, he'd made the U.S. equivalent of about $40. I smiled towards him as I turned to walk away. A woman was still listening to his playing, having stayed there for most of the songs. As I moved away she left and started in the same direction as me. I shrugged it off as coincidence, it'd happened before and probably would again.

About a block away I got the shock of my life when the woman grabbed my shoulder and steered me into the alley. She shoved me up against the wall and glared at me. "What the hell do you think you're doing stepping on my turf? That guy was mine to muse! What gives you the right to steal my potential believer!"

The screamed words, which were screamed in Greek by the way, along with the unexpected physical contact had left my brain temporarily AWOL, so I could only come up with one word in response. "Huh?"

She sighed dramatically and face-palmed. "Great, I'm now having believers stolen from me by an idiot."

My brain snapped back at what I realized was an insult, recognizing the Grecian word for idiot. "Hey, excuse you but I actually possess some intelligence, which is more than I can say for guitar guy over there. Now I don't know who you are or what your problem is, but I don't take kindly to being screamed at by a stranger in a language I don't even know."

"Oh, you're American. Well, that explains a little of your behavior." I narrowed my eyes at the thinly veiled - if at all - insult. At least she was speaking in English now, though with a think Grecian accent that made it hard to understand her. "I asked you why you we're stealing a possible believer from me on my own turf."

"I didn't realize that Athens was anyone's turf." It then dawned on me who this mystery woman could have been. "Wait, you're not..."

"Athena? Hardly, my name is Mnemosyne, and I am the muse."

My jaw dropped at the mention of muse. Then I heard what she'd called herself. "Wait, nemosy... whatever you said, that's not any of the muses. The muses are Calliope, Melpomene, Thalia, Urania, Clio, Erato, Terpsichore, Euterpe and Polyhymnia. Your name's not anywhere on that list." I'd counted the muses off on my fingers as I'd said them so I knew if I'd forgotten them.

She raised her eyebrows at me. "I'm impressed, not many Americans can name all of the muses off that easily... or correctly. Hell, most of them think there are only six thanks to that Disney movie from the 90's."

"Thank you."

"You're welcome, and I tell you that grudgingly. No I am not any of the classical muses, though I've gone by those names at times. No, I am _the_ muse. And my name is Mnemosyne. You still haven't told me yours."

"I'm Story. Story Tale. I'm still fairly new at the immortal business, so I wouldn't be surprised if you don't know me."

"And that explains more."

"Excuse me?" I was really starting to not like the veiled insults.

"Just how new are you?" Her tone was snotty and superior, as if she already knew the answer.

"Six and a half years."

She nodded to herself. "What are you doing in Athens? You're an American, shouldn't you be tending your little plot of believers in your home town?"

I snorted. "Please, The day I became immortal I left that hole in the ground. I only got the nerve to go back this summer. And for your information, I just 'tended it' a little over a week ago, thank you very much."

"So you've actually got believers?" She chuckled. "I take it that you've gotten yourself a mentor, then? An older immortal to show you how it was done?"

"Well, I've got Jack. But I got my believers all on my own, without his help" _Though he could have told my brother about me!_

"Wait a minute. Jack? As in Jack Frost?" I nodded. "Of course you'd hunt him down first. You're one of his little fangirls aren't you? I can't tell you how many fanfictions about him that I've had to inspire."

"Oh, I know, me too. But no, I actually met him when I was still mortal. The year after the movie he met my little bro and me and after a few weeks I could fully see him. We're really good friends."

"So, you're _not_ one of his fangirls?"

"Oh, hell no! At least, not in the way most of them are. I was until we became friends, now I can't really consider myself one anymore, because, you know, that'd be weird."

"Great, then we can at least be comrades. I can _not_ deal with fangirls of any caliber!"

"Well, then don't drag me into any conversations about Wally West, Jim Hawkins, Beast Boy, Howl Pendragon, Dmitri from Anastasia, Generator Rex, Prince Adam from Beauty and the Beast - the Disney version - or Garret from Quest for Camelot. Those boys I completely fangirl over, and I do so shamelessly."

She leaned in conspiratorially. "I've actually got to agree with you about Howl. I didn't realize he'd be animated so well when I was inspiring him."

My jaw dropped. _God, woman! I should be worshiping at your feet!_ "You've inspired Hayao Myazaki? You've inspired _Howl_?"

She nodded with a triumphant smile that I could have sworn was smug. "M-hm."

"Man... Okay, so we got off on the wrong foot."


	9. The Pole

Mnemosyne and I spent a few weeks together. Being _the_ muse, she gave me some pointers on honing in that particular ability of mine. Aside from our misunderstanding, we had surprisingly a lot in common. We weren't similar in any way, but we had a lot of similar views. She took her musing very seriously, just as I did my stories. I promised her that I'd leave the Mediterranean to her, which was her 'turf' as she'd called it, in return for the pointers.

Part of me found it difficult to deal with her, she had a snarky attitude and was slightly elitist. She also was a terrible gossip about other immortals. She badmouthed them at almost every turn. On my second day with her, she realized that she _had_ heard a few passing comments about me. Mostly from immortals who'd seen me and Jack together. "I'm surprised. With your personality, I should have heard _something_ concrete about you."

"Well, I haven't had much contact with other immortals. My roommates and the Guardians being the only ones aside from you. And the later two groups were recently."

"You've met the Guardians? All of them?"

"Yeah, I was visiting with Tooth just before I bumped into you."

She paused for a minute, looking like she was going to say something. "No, I see it." I'd rolled my eyes at her. The highlight of hanging out with a muse is that I was inspired. Not by her abilities, no. We kind of cancelled each other out. No, talking to her got me going. Hearing everything she'd done over the years... namely the people and stories she'd inspired. My fanart senses were tingling. When I finally said goodbye, I flew straight to the sanctuary and all but barricaded myself in my room. When I finally came out, and checked the calendar, it was three days before Halloween.

I whistled. "Maybe spending that much time with Musie isn't very good for me."

Selie was at the table in the kitchen with me. "Who?"

"Oh, Mnemosyne. I met her after spending some time with Tooth."

"So, you finally met the Muse." She took a sip of her coffee, smiling slyly at me. "So, how mad did you make Mnemosyne?"

"Not at all... after our initial meeting."

She chuckled. "Mnemosyne has a bit of a temper. And she doesn't like sharing her toys with strangers."

"Yeah, I found that out the hard way." She stared at me in a way that told me to elaborate. "I mused a guy in front of her, and she... well she kinda tore into me. In Greek, might I add." Sel snorted and drained the last of her cup, moving to the counter to make herself another. "I swear, Sel, you drink more coffee than anyone I've ever seen."

"Yes, well, if you had to attempt to sleep every night listening to Del'Ket's snoring, then you would need coffee too." She pulled her finished cup back to the table and sat again.

I giggled. "Yeah, glad I don't have that problem. Speaking of, where is morning breath?"

"He went to visit his family."

"And left you alone? The nerve!" Del rarely left aside from catching dinner, so it was weird that he'd be gone.

"I was planning on taking the opportunity to visit Seraphina." She took another sip of her coffee.

"You should, you haven't seen her in a few years, right?"

She nodded. "It has been a while." She stared absently for a minute, then nodded. "Right, I am going for a visit." She drained the last of her coffee and chucked the mug in the sink.

As she left the room, I called out. "Have fun!" I sat at the table for about five seconds before jumping up and heading to my room. No way was I going to be left alone at the sanctuary for Halloween. As I got my things together in my bag, I worked out where I was gonna go. Well, I _had_ told Caeden that Jack and I would - possibly - be trick-or-treating with him this year. North Pole it was.

Clad in my jacket and boots, I hovered around the Arctic Circle for a day and a half before finally spotting a stray yeti. As opposed to what Jack would do, ergo sneak in, I landed next to the yeti and told him I was looking for Jack. The yeti gestured for me to follow him and an hour later, the Pole loomed into sight.

If seeing the sleigh was like meeting the president, then seeing the Pole was like meeting God. It was _that _impressive. To say the absolute least, it literally took my breath away. I'd forgotten that there wasn't only one central building, but many small ones as well. The lights made a stark comparison to the darkness of Polar Night, the warm tones of the wooden walls almost clashing with the blue of the ice and snow. I'd been on the opposite side of the crevasse than the main workshop, and so the yeti led me over the bridge spanning the gap. Despite everything telling me I was safe; that it was sturdy, how _thick_ it was, that even if I fell, I'd be able to catch myself, etc... I still felt a huge adrenaline rush walking across the thing. Halfway across, I walked to the edge and stared down. Now, I don't know how deep it went, but I almost got vertigo staring down. It was awesome.

I followed the yeti down the pathways up to the biggest building in the vicinity. The workshop itself. Standing at the main doors, unlike I'm sure every other person to ever stand there, I turned and looked back at the bridge. I was _definitely_ checking that out later. The Yeti that had gotten me this far left to go back to his job, whatever it was, and left me to my business. I pushed on one of the massive doors, which must have weighed a thousand plus pounds. _Why the hell does North need such gigantic doors anyway?_ Once I got it open enough slipped in and almost collapsed to the floor. It didn't matter if I was immortal now or not, I still wasn't in the best shape. I stared at the doors for a few minutes, trying to decide if I should give the effort to try and close them or not... and then decided to leave it. A yeti would get it eventually, and I was sure they could move the deadweights far more easily than I could. After catching my breath, I got up and started wandering the halls, looking for Jack or the big man himself. Dang this place was huge.

I probably wandered around for an hour straight before I caught a glimpse of possibly the most iconic piece of the Pole. The globe. I saw a flash of blue out of the corner of my eye, a twinkle, and I followed it. I was a few stories up by now, so when I got to the railing and saw the globe in it's entirety, I also saw down through the heart of the Pole itself. Dang, my globe was a store bought rinky dink, this thing was bigger than my old house! I leaned out over the railing straining to see as close as I could. _North sure does know how to make you wonder._ I chuckled at my own silent joke. My eyes roved the rest of the workshop - what I could see anyway. Yetis were everywhere, elves 'under boot' looking like nuisances. A white, moving dot caught my attention as I realized it was Jack's hair. _Figures, that'd give him away._

He was entertaining a group of elves, had them almost mesmerized. I smirked, awaiting the response to my next move. I climbed up onto the railing, calling a miniature version of my wings to me, just enough pages to slow my decent, and jumped. I used the mini wings to angle myself until I'd fall where I wanted and then let 'em go. When I landed, I did so in the middle of the group of elves, making them scatter in different directions. I smiled up at Jack's stunned expression. "'Sup, roomie?"

"Story?" He glanced at where the last elf was disappearing underneath a workbench. "Nice landing."

"Thank you." I stood up, brushing the last clingy page from my shoulder.

"What're you doing here? I thought you'd be hanging around somewhere warm."

"I was, for a while." I looked up at the globe again, it was hard not to - the thing was just so dang _big._ I whistled.

Jack looked up at the spinning orb, slinging his staff across his shoulders. "I know." He looked over at me, idly starting to walk down a hall, knowing I'd follow. "So, why _are_ you here again?"

"I told Caeden we'd possibly go trick-or-treating with him this year. Figured I'd come and see if you were up to it." I was taking in everything as we walked. My eyes not resting for a moment.

"Halloween's the day after tomorrow." He was using the same tone I'd given him when he gave me the short notice about the meeting.

"Yeah, I kinda lost track of time. And then it took me a while to find the place." I gestured around me, my gaze still roving.

"How'd you get in?"

I had no doubt that he was reminiscing all of the times he'd tried to break into the pole - and failed. I smiled innocently at him. "Oh, I told a passing yeti that I was looking for you and he led me to the front door."

Jack narrowed his eyes at me, but smiled a moment later with a laugh. "Yeah, you _would_ do that."

I shoved him. "So, where you taking me anyway?"

"To North's office. He's been down there for the past few hours carving out another prototype." We came to the elevator and Jack opened the door, gesturing for me to get in.

"My, aren't we the gentleman?" I stepped into the center while Jack followed me in.

"I thought it was ladies first?" The elevator started going down and I remembered that North's office was a ways a way from the hub of things.

"It is, but it's also age before beauty."

He smirked at me. "So... am I the age, or the beauty?" He batted his eyelashes at me and I almost doubled over in laughter. Jack wasn't much better off.

"You, are definitely the age in that equation. I don't care if you _do_ look younger than me, I am _always_ the beauty, thank you!" Now it was his turn to shove me. I just laughed at him. The elevator reached the desired level and we stepped off together this time. Jack led the way down the hall to a less ornate, and much smaller version of the front doors. Jack knocked on the door and I heard North's muffled voice waft through telling us to come in.

When we closed the door behind us, North was still encompassed in his work, listening to his music and all. The song was familiar, and after pausing to listen for a second, I pinned where I knew it. I silently laughed, moving closer to the toymaker. He started working a lot more vigorously, while Jack pinned me with a look. I just shrugged. Yeah, I was musing Santa. I was a little less than patient about wanting to try out the tips Mnemosyne gave me.

When he had finished, he threw his arms up and shouted triumphantly. "Ha! Is best yet!" Jack walked closer to get a better look at the prototype.

"You say that every time."

"Every time is best yet, Jack. What brings you here?" He noticed that I now stood at him other arm, looking closely at the sculpture. "Ah, Story, when did you get here?"

"A few hours ago." I said it absently, staring at the sculpture that was moving. The song he'd been listening to started playing again and I looked at him sideways. "Trans-Siberian orchestra's 'Carol of the Bells'? Nice choice." I went back to looking at the sculpture.

North smiled and raised his eyebrows at me. "Is one of personal favorites."

"Me. Too." I looked up from the piece again to smile.

Jack leaned against the corner of the table, being careful to not knock anything over. "Do you think you'll need me around for he next few days?"

North considered it for a few minutes before shaking his head. "No, I do not think so. Why? Do you need to manage blizzard?"

Jack cocked his head. "Yeah, but that's not why. Story and I are planning on going trick-or-treating with her brother."

"And one other teen. I got another believer the last time I stopped by." I turned to face the two Guardians, mimicking Jack's lean subconsciously.

Jack raised his eyebrows, whereas North was his more exuberant self. He threw out his arms from where he sat and boomed out his congrats. "I am happy for you, Story!"

I smiled. "Thanks." I glanced at Jack. "I kinda cheated though. I mean, she was already halfway there"

Jack tried to hide his smile. North looked at me disapprovingly. "What do you mean 'cheated'?" He folded his previously open arms. Leave it to the keeper of the naughty and nice lists to slip into parent mode.

I shrugged. "I moved a few books, talked through her mp3 player..." Jack was trying to not laugh, knowing how North would react as well as thinking of how devious I'd been. "But, like I said, she was on the fence, I just shoved her over."

"Story..." North's tone was as disapproving as his stare. "I'd say you were bad influence on Jack..." We both glanced at said immortal who immediately tried to put on a straight face. "But we all know is not possible."

I burst out laughing with North soon following suit. After a moment where he frowned at us, Jack joined the laughter. Poking fun, at the Guardian of fun, was always fun. I was still chucking when Jack composed himself enough to talk. "So? We good to go?"

North, still smiling from his earlier fit of laughter, looked to Jack. "I think yetis and I can handle workshop without you for week or two. Go, have fun. Just - don't dig yourself deeper on naughty list."

Jack gave his trademark smirk, which I mirrored almost simultaneously. "I make no promises."

Jack and I headed out after that, Jack not being the type to carry a lot with him, he didn't need to gather anything. As we left through the front doors, a yeti being kind enough to get them for us this time, I was faced with the gorge again. I was _really_ going to have to spend some more time up here.

Jack turned to look at me from where he stood on the front step. "So, where to?"

I called my wings as I answered. "Well, you need a costume. You can't go trick-or-treating in the same clothes you always wear."

Jack stared at me blankly. "And where am I going to get a costume? If you haven't noticed." He gestured down at his attire which hadn't changed since I'd met him. "I'm not exactly known for my vast wardrobe, unlike you."

I hooked my thumb at my bag, which was slung across my back. "I do have money if you recall. We can always buy you one."

"How will that work?" We took off, me flying by my own power and Jack by the wind's.

"The same way I got the cookie dough. Distract the cashier and leave the money on the counter."

He raised an eyebrow at me. "I don't think that'll work anywhere that's not third-world."

I pursed my lips. "Shut up, know it all." I considered it for a minute or two. I looked at him from the corner of my eye, something Mnemosyne said to me having come to mind. "You know..." He looked at me, looking slightly suspicious at my tone, to which I smiled. "We could always find one of your fangirls and get them to buy it for us."

His face paled - if that was even possible. "No! Story, no. Not the fangirls again, please!" I smiled wickedly at him then. "Story, I am _begging _you. Don't. Get. A fangirl."

"Sorry, my mind's made up." I stared ahead as Jack groaned, dropping his head into one of his hands, his other busy holding his staff.

"Sure, torture me why don't you."

I had to laugh at him, I couldn't help it. "Jack, you are going to get over your antisocial behavior eventually." I turned sideways so I could face him. "You handled me, and I was a complete fan of you back before we met."

"Yeah, but you didn't try to strip me when you first set eyes on me." He glared at me. The sad thing was, that'd actually happened more than once with his fans.

"I can't really argue with that." I straightened out again.

Jack was idly twirling through the air, not really paying attention. "Looks like I'm not getting out of this."

"Nope."

He shot me a look. "So, what should I go as?"

"What about a Jack-o-lantern? Goes with-"

"No."

"Well that was quick... How about..." Jack and I bickered back and forth for almost an hour straight until we came up with a costume for him, coincidentally, the character was also named Jack.

After we'd gotten him all figured out, he suddenly turned to me. "Wait, what are you gonna wear?"

"Me?" I tsked him. "Now, Jack, do you not remember the night I left Niles, all the stuff I packed?" He shrugged. "Oh, you're such a boy. Anyway, remember that dress I packed? The black and red one?"

"Yes?" He shrugged again and I shook my head.

"Well, that's what I'm wearing, along with that circlet." He stared blankly at me. "The crown thing."

"Oh."

"Sometimes, I wish my best friend was a girl. Anyway, I'm going as a generic vampire. I did the same ensemble a few years before I became immortal, Caeden might remember it, but I doubt it. In any case, since it's short notice, I'm working with what I've got. Next year though." Jack looked at me. "Next year, I have a plan for our whole group."

"Why do I have a bad feeling about this?"

I couldn't help but laugh at his discomfort. I'm his friend, but that doesn't mean I'm gonna coddle him. "Don't worry, I'll do your costume for you. God knows I've got the time."

When we finally landed in Michiana, it was in Mishawaka on Grape Rd. Which is basically down town. To my right was Old Country Buffet and Hobby Lobby, to my left Jo Ann Fabrics and the Home Goods Store. Jack was staring at the store in front of us, not looking quite convinced. I didn't blame him, the outside was fairly unassuming, especially considering that this time of year, they had a banner covering half of their usual sign. Since Halloween was only a day away, there was a small crowd of people rushing to get their costumes, but most people had already gotten theirs. "Are you sure this is the best place to get me a costume?"

"Trust me. This place _is_ the best for anything costume related... except maybe good quality wigs, theirs are a little eh." I started towards the doors.

Jack shrugged and followed me. "If you say so." Because I was in front of him, I got into the store first, and had time to catch his expression when he saw the inside. I hadn't been understating it's appearance when I said the outside was unassuming. Inside was probably about twenty times as big as the outside let on to be. All the stock was out on the floor, so there was no back room, just the floor, and so they maximized on the space. "Okay... maybe you're on to something."

I laughed at him. "Fun FX was my first stop a lot of the time. I know what I'm doing." I took the lead again and started off towards the adult male costumes. After a few minutes of searching, I found the costume we were looking for. I held it up to Jack who'd slowly followed me, staring around the building like I had at the Pole. "Here, go try this on, make sure it fits."

His eyes widened. "What do you mean try it on?"

"I mean, take this into the dressing room." I pointed at said area. "And put it on to make sure you're not swimming in it." He stared at the dressing rooms like there was a two headed kraken in it. "Oh, come on!" When he didn't answer or change his expression, I threw the costume at him. "Do it, or I'll do it for you, then you'll see how well we fangirls can strip the subject of our affections."

At my comment, he all but flew into one of the rooms while I shook my head and chuckled. When it came to being normal, Jack was too terepidatious than was good for a Guardian of fun. A few minutes later he came out in his normal attire carrying the costume. "It fits fine."

"Perfect, now to find a fangirl." He grimaced at the mention of my plan, or at least the part he greatly disliked. I started wandering around, looking at the teenaged girls, or the ones who at least looked around my age. None noticed us. I was starting to think finding one of his fangirls was gonna be harder than I'd thought when I heard a gasp. I spun around to see Jack wincing and a girl barely holding in a scream. She rushed over to us - or rather Jack.

"Oh my gosh, your costume is PERFECT! Where did you get it - or did you make it? It doesn't mater. You look exactly like Jack FROST!" She jumped up and down in excitement. I was barely controlling my laughter as Jack stared at the girl in confusion.

"Jack, she doesn't realize you're you, she thinks you're dressed as you for Halloween." I shook my head smiling. Like I said, he was clueless when it came to normal stuff.

"Oh." He stared at the girl who was looking at him like he was - well - him. "Uh... yeah. I get that a lot. Hey um, do you think you could pay for this for me?" He held up his costume. "I've got the money for it, it's just... uh..." He glanced at me.

"Tell her that one of the cashiers is your ex and you don't want her to see you."

"My ex is a cashier today. I don't want her to see that I'm here."

The girl looked over her shoulder towards the coulter, seeing the three girls and two guys who were up there. She smiled at him. "No problem. I've felt your pain. And I'd do anything for someone who looks so epic in their costume as you do!" She took the costume and money up to the checkout as Jack and I snuck towards the door. She met us over there when she was done, handing the bag to Jack. "Here you go! By the way, why are you getting that when the costume you're wearing is so epic?"

"Oh, uh, my friend wants me to go as this to a party, she wants to match." He held up the bag to say that it was the one he'd just bought that his 'friend' wanted to match.

"She must be a really good friend for you to match with her."

Jack glanced at me. "She is. Thanks again." Jack and I walked out of the store, me smiling like a sap.

"Aw! See, you _do_ care!"

"Oh, shut up." He handed the bag to me. "Here, you bought it, you carry it"

"And he's back. Where'd that 'ladies first' guy go?"

"I left him at the pole when you started torturing me with fangirls."

"Okay, but it wasn't that bad, she didn't even realize you were you."

"I know, it was weird..." He looked down at the ground an odd look on his face. "She was looking straight at me, but she wasn't really believing in me... it's like another version of how it was before."

"I'm sorry. I didn't realize it was like that... It's still better than fangirls though right?"

"No question."

Now that we had Jack's costume, he ran off to spend the day with Jamie and Sophie in Burgess, having not seen them in months because of first Southern summer and then staying at the Pole. I knew how he felt so I didn't argue or anything, I just reminded him to be back here at least two hours before trick-or-treating was scheduled to start. I made my way to my old house to tell Caeden that we'd be attending. I asked him if he'd invited Tanya.

He blushed. "Uh..."

I smiled and lightly chuckled. "Don't worry, I'll go ask."

He nodded, still blushing. "Yeah, okay. Hey, what's Jack going as?"

"It's a surprise." I left through the back door and flew up to Tanya's house. I hovered around, glancing in the windows looking for her, finally spotting her in her kitchen with her mom.

She was talking to her about her plans for Halloween and I stopped to listen for a minute, waiting until I could get her attention. "So, honey. Are you going out to do anything Wednesday night?" Her mom was cooking something on the stove, probably their dinner. Whatever it was smelled awesome, even if it looked like mush.

Tanya was sitting at the table on her laptop. From my angle I couldn't see what she was doing, but she was moving the plug in mouse around a lot. "I don't know. I haven't been invited to do anything. It's not like I have a lot of friends who throw parties at the drop of a hat." She didn't look up from her computer, so she didn't see her mom shoot her a slightly worried glance. My mom had given me that look enough times that I knew exactly what she was thinking. "And I'm a little to old to be going trick-or-treating solo, you know?" She dropped her head into her left hand, her right still occupied with the mouse, and sighed. She mumbled something under her breath that her mom didn't catch but I did. "I wish Story would show up."

_ Well, I'm just gonna have to grant that wish._ I went to the window nearest her and yelled through the glass, knowing her mom wouldn't hear me. "Hey there Mr. Grumpy Gills! Why such a long face!"

Her head snapped towards me and a smile lit up her face. "What are you looking at, honey?" Her mom had seen her looking out the window, smiling.

"Oh, nothing, just a squirrel being cute. I'm gonna go up to my room, I'll be back down for dinner." She started packing up her laptop.

"Alright." He mom called over her shoulder, as Tanya was already out of the room, racing up the stairs to her room. I flew up to her window to meet her, beating her to it.

Through the window, I saw her throw open her door and toss her laptop onto her bed in her haste to get to her window. Only once she opened it and I crawled in did she finally greet me, throwing her arms around me in the process. "Story! I'm so glad you're back!"

I reciprocated her hug with one of my own. "I can see that. You might wanna close your door so your mom doesn't hear you talking to yourself." I pointed at said door.

"Oh." She ran and closed it while I moved her laptop to her desk. "Where have you been? Tell me everything!"

Inside I was laughing. Yep, she hadn't changed ion the few months I'd been gone. "Well, after I left you guys I went and hung out with Tooth, man her place is gorgeous! You should have seen it. I mean, I've been to the Sistine Chapel - okay? Her place beats even that!" Tanya's face was full of wistful wonder, and I have no doubt she was trying to imagine the place. "After I left the Palace I ended up in Athens where I met the muse - "

"The muse? I thought there were a few." She looked at me confused.

"That's what I said. I even named them all off in front of her, since the name she gave me wasn't any of them. She said that she's gone by those names from time to time, but her real name is Mnemosyne. However, in my mind, I just call her Musie. It's way easier to pronounce. Anyway, she was pretty cool, aside from the fact that she started yelling at me when we first met. But we're cool now. Anyway, so when I left her I went straight back to Jack's place and turned out piece after piece up until two days ago when I came up for air."

"Whoa. So, did she inspire you or something? Wouldn't you two cancel each other out, or would it double on each other?"

"No we canceled out, but she was telling me all the people and stories she'd inspired and my fangirl went wild." I started laughing, remembering how entranced I'd been for that time in my room. "Oh, yeah. I brought a few for you." I reached into my bag, pulling out a few pieces I'd done. "I noticed the posters and other things in your room last time I was here, and thought you'd like these ones." There were two sketches a painting and three full color drawings. I handed them to her and her eyes lit up.

"These are beautiful! Oh my god, it's Totoro!" She burst out laughing at herself. "I'm such a geek."

"Eh, so am I, there's no shame." She immediately went to her desk to find a box of push pins and started tacking the pieces to her walls - where there was already little to no available space. Her room was almost as colorful as mine.

While she was placing one of them, she spoke to me over her shoulder. "So did Nemos..."

"Mnemosyne."

"Yeah. Did she inspire all of these stories?"

"Most of them. Some she'd spent time with the author or artist with a different story, and I connected them subconsciously, but yeah, for the most part."

"She's mused Myazaki?"

"I know! I felt the same way. I was about ready to worship at her feet!" I laughed. It was fun and easy talking to Tanya, like with Jack. "Oh, so, last time I was here. Before You started believing, mind you. I told Caeden that Jack and I'd be going trick-or-treating with him this year. Wanna come?"

She paused in her pinning, almost frozen in place. She didn't say anything as she turned around, her expression a mix of star-struck hope. "I'm gonna meet Jack?"

I nodded. "Well, if you decide to come, that is."

"Of course! Who in their right mind would pass up a chance to meet an immortal!" Her stare got a bit vacant and I knew she was lost in thought.

"You're a fan aren't you?"

She blushed. "No."

I laughed. "Don't worry. I used to be a huge fan too. Once you get used to him, you get over it real quick."

She laughed too as she turned back to putting up my pieces. When she was done she stood back to admire them. "Oh!" She ran to her closet, grabbing at something propped against the side of it. "I finished _'Imaginary'_ while you were gone." She pulled out the painting and held it up for me to see.

Not much had changed since I'd seen it last. The field of flowers was the most obvious difference, as it was now completed. I noticed something and moved to get a closer look. In the farther trees there were a few loose pieces of paper stuck in the branches. On one of them, tiny as it was, I could make out the words 'for Story', though the size made it hard to decipher. I looked up at her expectant face.

"What do you think?"

"It's beautiful." I smiled up at her. I could see she worked hard on it and the little dedication that only I would ever notice or know the meaning of touched me. "You did good, kid."

She smiled back at me. "I want you to have it."

I balked. "What?"

"I want you to have it." She repeated as she held the painting out to me.

"Are you sure?"

"Story, I was working on this when I first met you. If I _hadn't_ been working on this, we might never have met. I want you to have it... It's a thank you, for getting me to believe in you."

I stared at her for a minute before smiling. "I love it. But, you keep it until I'm ready to leave, that way I won't have to carry it around with me." It wasn't the smallest painting, if you catch my drift.

She giggled. "Fair enough."

That night I spent with Caeden, watching 'The Nightmare Before Christmas' and 'Hocus Pocus' until late. When he fell asleep, I used his computer to get onto my deviantArt account, which I'd kept open after I'd become immortal. None of my friends on there knew that anything had happened to me, they just thought I'd gotten better at my art, that's all. I didn't let on that I was anything less than annamae411, the quirky and slightly annoying friend from Michiana that they'd known for years. I uploaded a few new pieces, having snuck into a Walgreens a while back to use the scanner. I smiled as I finished the description of the last one, clicking the 'submit' button.

I spent most of the night looing at different pieces and chatting with my international friends. I'd looked up a few of them in person since becoming immortal, but none could see me. I contented myself with the fact that I could still talk over the internet, where even beings who didn't exist could be real. I'd closed all my social networking accounts and email, only leaving dA, and the author sites still running. No one was the wiser. Sometimes, I wanted to tell my closer friends on the sites that I was an immortal now, and I was so tempted, but the rational part of me said to keep quiet. At best, they'd believe me - believe _in_ me and I'd gain a believer. At worst they'd think I was lying and I'd loose a friend. Most likely, they'd think I was joking or working on a story. No one would jump to the conclusion that I was telling the absolute truth.

I even downplayed my adventures. I'd posted journals and updates over the years that were fairly vague. That I'd moved to the south and had roommates. That I was able to jump into my art as a career now. That I'd gotten to go on vacation to the places I'd always wanted. Vague versions of actual events, phrased in ways that were believable. I posted another one now, about how I'd recently reconnected with my little brother and was going to go trick-or-treating this year. Generic, toned down, but true.

I heard Caeden snoring from down stairs and started to giggle. Snoring was a family trait, at night, most of the house rumbled. It made sleeping at the same time as Del a little bit easier. I closed his laptop and headed downstairs. I peeked my head into his room, smiling at the way he was spread-eagled on his bed. He snored again and I couldn't help but laugh. Casey, my cat, was laying on top of his stomach, curled into a fat, fuzzy ball. I walked in and crouched down, petting him. He started purring before opening his eyes to see who was petting him. When he did he shrunk back. I sighed and got up, walking out of his room. I went back upstairs and turned on the T.V. channel surfing until morning came and everyone headed off to work or school.

I spent the day hanging out at the mall, trying on clothes - while making sure that no one saw the clothes floating through the air. I had fun messing with people too. Never let it be said that all immortals are completely black or white. I may be a generally good person, but I can be nasty with the best - or worse - of them. I wouldn't be surprised if I had my own record on the naughty list. By the time the end of the day came, I spent the night at Tanya's house, where she told her mom that she'd be trick-or-treating with a friend from school.

"What's this friend's name? Do I know her?"

"Him, and his name's Caeden."

Her mom raised her eyebrows. "A boy?" She smiled.

Tanya rolled her eyes. "Mom, he's just a friend. Besides, he's a sophomore."

"Well, how did you meet this 'Caeden'?"

"A mutual friend introduced us."

Her mom raised her eyebrows. "Well, is he cute?"

Tanya blushed a deep scarlet while I doubled over in laughter. She shot me a furtive glance. "Sort of. I don't think of him like that mom. He's a friend."

"But he likes you." I sing-songed it, making her blush even more. She shot me a look, begging me to shut up. I held up my arms in resignation.

"Alright." Her mom sounded uncertain. "I'd prefer to meet him tomorrow before you go out, just to feel safe."

Tanya sighed through her blush. "Fine. You're picking me up tomorrow, right?" He mom nodded. "Well, you can meet him then."


	10. Halloween Legends

Halloween dawned dark and gloomy, just the way you'd expect. I spent the first part of the day at school with Caeden and Tanya, then I flew off after Tanya's lunch period, heading to my old house to await Jack's arrival. It took him two more hours, but he finally showed up, laughing as he did and glancing over his shoulder towards the street that he'd left covered in a thin layer of snow. I rolled my eyes at him. "Alright, here's the plan. We get costumed up, then you're gonna stay with Caeden until trick-or-treating starts, while I go get Tanya and bring her over. Her mom's gonna drop her off and I'm gonna be navigating. Caeden's gonna walk over to Wedgewood."

"So, wait. Why do we have to split up? Why can't we just meet them once it starts?"

"Because I'm like you, Jack. I like to spend time with my believers. So I'm gonna enter the scene with Tanya in tow." I ushered him into the house, which we had to ourselves for the moment. I pointed him to the bathroom and gave him his costume. "Put it on, then I'll help you with the finishing touches."

"What finishing touches?" He glared at me from the bathroom I'd all but shoved him into.

"Uh, the beard. And the other effects. You do remember I was a makeup artist at the Haunted House, right? I can't let my friend go tromping around in a half-assed costume. You're going the whole nine yards." I glanced down at his bare feet. "But you can forget the boots if you really don't feel like wearing them."

He smirked at me. "I wasn't planning on wearing them anyway." He closed the door in my face then. I was caught between wanting to be angry with him and laughing. In the end, I settled for laughter albeit accompanied by an eye-roll. That was always the easier solution with Jack anyway. I went up to my old room to change into my costume. I hiked up the skirt and pinned it so it was now a bustle. I wore my skinny jeans on underneath and put in my vampire teeth I'd had for years. I put on the circlet and let my hair down. I'd worn it in a messy bun all day and so it was wavy almost to the point of rivaling Bellatrix Lestrange. I heard the door downstairs open and Jack walked out. "Story?"

I went to the top of the stairs and looked down at him in his costume. "I thought you said it fit!" It was baggy on him and looked at least a size too big. Not to mention the hat was almost covering his face it was so big. I started down the stairs towards him, to see if there was a way to salvage it. He turned his head to look up at me, eyebrows going sky high.

"Whoa."

I reached the bottom of the steps. "Yeah, yeah. I look good in the dress, now turn around." He did as I said and I pulled the sides of the top towards me. "There's enough extra fabric here for me to recover a couch!"

He shrugged. "I said it fit fine, not perfect."

I shook my head at him. I undid the sash and re tied it, pulling the sides back. I fixed the extra fabric so it looked okay. "Alright, turn, let me try to fix the hat." He did and bent down so I could reach. Man I hated being short. I tugged at it and prodded it, but it was just too big. Finally I took it off. "We're just gonna have to do without the hat."

"The hat pulls everything together."

"I know, don't remind me. Shit, your hair's sticking out!" White tufts were poking out under the edge of the wig. I stuffed at his hair until the only color showing was dark brown. I put the hat back on and sure enough, stuffing his hair into the wig made it almost stable. I went to the kitchen and grabbed a handful of safety pins and proceeded to pin the hat in place. He shook his head and it wobbled, but stayed put. "Alright, the hat stays. Now onto the paint phase."

He grimaced. "You're gonna put make-up on me?" I looked him dead in the eye and he groaned. "I hate when you get like this, you know that?"

I smiled at him. "You figured that out when you met me." I proceeded to paint on his beard and other effects. By the time I was done he could have fooled Megan, who'd been a diehard fan of the original. "I'd say you were a dead ringer." Jack inspected himself in the mirror.

"This stuff comes off easy, right?" He gestured to his 'beard'.

"Yeah, you have to use soap, but you probably haven't bathed in how long? This'll be good for you."

"You're no better. The last time I saw you clean yourself was that incident with the ink."

"Yeah, don't mention that to Tanya, will you?"

He raised his eyebrows at me. "Are we ashamed of something? Story, I have never known you to want to keep a secret! This is too good." He chuckled at me.

"Fine, tell her then. I don't care." I started back up the stairs. "Now, I have to finish _my_ costume, so if you'll excuse me."

"What do I do until you're done?"

"I don't know, watch T.V. or something." I didn't turn around, but I'm sure he was shaking his head at me. I went over to the futon where I'd left my bag. Out of it I pulled my make-up, the real kind, and started to paste it on. I was not paling my skin, just good old fashioned red lipstick and some eye-shadow. For good measure, I added two red dots to my neck. I put on the jewelry I'd planned on wearing and pulled on my boots. Done, I packed up my bag and headed down the stairs. I found Jack in the living room, reclining on the couch with Oxygen turned on. I glanced at the T.V. to see what he'd settled on watching. I raised my eyebrow at him. "Pretty Woman? Really? I thought you'd be watching something more along the lines of, oh I don't know, not a chick-flick."

He shrugged. "It caught my interest. That part where she told off the customer service was hilarious."

"Yeah that part is pretty good. Alright, you gonna hang here, or head to my grandma's?"

He started getting up. "I'll head over there, I can play with your cousins."

"They still believe in you?"

"Well, Caeden and Chase do. The others either never did or stopped all too soon." He shrugged it off, but I knew it got to him.

At the mention of my little cousin I smiled ruefully. "I miss Chase. Shit, he's ten now!" The last time I'd seen him, he was a cute little four year old, skinny as a rail and my little buddy. Time flies. I looked at the ground and we were quiet for a minute. "Alright, so I guess I'll head to Tanya's." I glanced at the clock. "They should be out of school by now." We walked to the back door and parted ways. "I'll see you in a few hours."

"Likewise." Jack took off with the wind and left me to make my way on my own. I called my wings and soared to Tanya's house, landing in the backyard. She was in the kitchen again and came to let me in through the back door.

As I waked in she raised her eyebrows. "I love your costume, where'd you get it?"

I shrugged. "I've had this stuff for years. Now let's get you dolled up." We went up to her room and proceeded to do said dolling up. Tanya was going as some character from a recent movie that I hadn't seen yet. I'd read the book though, so I knew how the character was supposed to look. "This doesn't look anything like her."

"Yeah, the movie got her wrong."

I sighed with great contempt. "That is one of my biggest pet peeves. I hate when they do that!"

"Me too. Hey, what are Jack and Caeden going as?" She said over her shoulder as she fixed her hair.

"I haven't seen Caeden's costume yet, but Jack's is a surprise." She raised her eyebrows questioningly. "I'm not telling, you're gonna have to see for yourself."

She shrugged. "Alright. How does it look?" She gestured to her hair. I glanced at the screen on her laptop which was displaying a pic she was using as a reference.

"Close enough. It looks like they used a crap-load of hairspray on her though."

"I know, but after a disaster a few years ago, I've sworn off hairspray. This is the best I can do."

"I hate hairspray. The product, not the movie, that's awesome. You can't stop the beat!" I started nodding my head to the tune, singing it under my breath.

Tanya giggled and turned in her chair to look at me. "Have you always done that?"

"What?" I went back to humming the song.

"Start singing at random times? And the accent thing too."

"Oh, that." I shrugged. "Pretty much. Whenever my mind makes the connection I can't keep the movie quotes in. Or the song lyrics. Or the sarcasm... Or the whale." I snickered at the reference I'd made unintentionally while Tanya looked at me confused. "A shirt I have says 'Languages I'm fluent in: Movie Quotes, Sarcasm, Song Lyrics and Whale'. The day I saw it I knew it had to be mine."

"I don't get the whale part."

"Have you seen finding Nemo?" She nodded. "HoooowwAreeYouuuDoooiiingTodaaay." I'd said it how Dori did in the movie.

"Oh! Okay, I get it."

I smiled and shook my head at her.

A few hours later we were in her mom's van being driven towards Wedgewood. "Now you have your phone, right?"

"Yes mom."

"You have some cash on you?"

"Yes mom."

"And you're going to call me as soon as it's over, right?"

"Yes mom."

"And you're sure this Caeden boy's parents are coming?"

"His Mom's coming to talk to his Aunt while she takes around his cousin, yes. Mom, I'm good."

"I'm your mother, I worry!"

Tanya shook her head at her mom while I was laughing in the backseat. "Tanya, my mom was just as bad." She sot me a look discreetly. Her mom had been doing this for the entire ride, and I couldn't help but laugh. Most moms were the same way, but it's always worse when you're on the receiving end.

We pulled into the Pay'n'Pakit parking lot and Tanya and I climbed out of the car, me crawling up to go through the front door after her. She waved at her mom through the window, who rolled it down to badger her more. "You've got your phone?"

"Mom, for the tenth time, _yes_. Bye!"

"Alright, alright. I'm leaving. Bye, honey! Have a good time!" She waved and started rolling the window up as she pulled out. "Be safe!" She yelled the last instruction through the crack before the window was rolled up all the way. Tanya stood there shaking her head.

"She's trying to embarrass me to death!" She sighed in defeat.

"Don't worry about it. Come on, the boys should be over this way." I started leading her towards my Uncle Keith's house. On the way I started feeling a little nervous - which was weird because I never got nervous.

Tanya must have noticed, because she nudged my arm. "Story? You okay?"

"Yeah, I just haven't seen my cousins since I left." I gave her a smile. "Don't worry about it, I'll be fine. Now, let's meet up with the subject of your affections." At my mention of Jack and/or Caeden she blushed. I wasn't quite sure who she was more excited to see, my little brother who she obviously liked, or my roommate who she'd been fangirling over since the movie came out seven years back. As we topped out on the hill, I could hear Jack's loud laugh and a moment later, both him and my brother came into sight. As I saw Caeden's costume I burst out laughing just as, if not louder than Jack.

Tanya giggled at both of their costumes. "I wonder who's gonna answer when we call 'Jack'?"

I shrugged still laughing. "Dunno, guess we'll find out." Tanya and I strolled into the driveway and Jack noticed us first, waving over Caeden's shoulder.

"Hey!" Caeden turned around and smiled and waved as well.

"Nice costume bro." I slung my arm over him shoulder, grinning down at said costume.

Tanya walked up to Jack, able to see him immediately. Her eyes were shining and her expression basically told me her mind was squeeing. Jack smirked at her and glanced at me. "So this is your new believer?" He looked over Tanya, from the purple streak in her hair and her glasses to her costume. "The one you cheated to get?"

Tanya looked at me confused. "What does he mean 'cheated'?"

"We're not supposed to blatantly move things to gain believers." I shrugged. "I felt like you should be an exception. Besides, you liked the book right?"

She nodded, smiling. "Oh yeah. I must say, I like the wizard, he's pretty funny."

"Dude, I know!"

Jack watched our conversation with a bemused expression. "Yep, I see why you cheated." He chuckled. "So what book?"

"The Two Princesses of Bamarre." Tanya answered before I got the chance. "Why?"

Jack nodded. "Yeah, that's a good one."

"You read?" Tanya scrunched her eyebrows together.

Jack raised one of his. "You do know I'm over 300 years old, right? I got bored often. Books aren't that bad."

I leaned on Tanya's shoulder as I spoke to her. "Jack reads almost as much as me, if you can believe it." She raised her eyebrows in surprise. Caeden had been watching the three of us converse looking almost dazed. My poor brother couldn't get a word in edgewise with us all talking. "So what made you choose to dress up as my roomie?"

Caeden glanced down at his Jack Frost costume and then grinned at me sheepishly. "My hair's almost light enough already, so I figured I just had to find the stuff. Plus it's an easy costume." He glanced down at the sneakers he had on. "But mom wouldn't let me leave the house without some shoes on, so it kind of kills it a little." He shrugged.

Tanya moved over to him. "Well I think it's a great costume, I haven't seen the real one yet," She glanced at Jack in his costume. "But I'm sure it's a dead ringer."

"If we're talking ringers, then wouldn't you say that Jack's is dean on?" I gestured at him.

She looked at him grinning. "Perfectly. It's the best Jack Sparrow costume I've ever seen. Where'd you get it?"

He half glared at me, remembering the incident. "We got it from Fun FX."

"Down by the mall? Oh that place is cool. I haven't been there in a few years though." She smiled over at me before looking confused. "Wait. Did you steal it?"

"No we payed for it." I piped up, striding closer to Jack who was leaning on his staff.

"How?"

He looked at me one eyebrow raised. "Yeah, Story. How did we pay for it?"

I smiled and rolled my eyes at him. "I got one of his fangirls to buy it. They can all see him. This one thought he was wearing a _really_ good costume, so she didn't question anything." I giggled as he rolled his eyes at the memory of it. The door to the house opened and out walked five people, all deeply familiar to me. I'd expected three of them, maybe four, but the other was a shock to me. I looked at Caeden. "Why is Sammy here?"

"She wanted to come." He shrugged as the group walked towards us. Or rather Caeden and Tanya. Jack and I moved away a little to avoid being walked through.

My mom and my Aunt Mikey flanked Chase, my cousin who was just four the last time I saw him. Next to her mom walked my cousin Alyssa who was now 18. _Damn, she's already 18!_ On the other side of my mom was my cousin Sammy who was now 22. I shook my head at how much older they all looked. A small part of my heart squeezed at the thought of how long I'd been away, but I pushed at it until it subsided. I don't believe in regret and so I wont say that those six years away were too long. Not even to myself.

Alyssa walked over to Caeden and Tanya and smiled at them both. "Hey Caeden. Hi, you must be Tanya." She shook hands with the slightly taller girl.

My mom reached out her hand to her. "It's nice to meet you. Is your mom gonna join us?"

Tanya smiled as she shook hands with my mom. "No, she's gonna be handing out candy at our house. I'm gonna call her when it's over and she'll pick me up then, though."

"Alright." My aunt shook hands too and mumbled a greeting.

Sammy walked over to the group of teens. She knuckled Caeden on the head and smiled at his protests. "'Sup cuz? Haven't seen you in a while."

"Nice to see you again too Sammy."

I watched the interactions between my relatives feeling detached. Probably because I was, being invisible to the majority as it were. Jack nudged my arm and smirked at me, trying to cheer me up. I shoved him, griming. It'd done the trick. Chase ran over to Caeden, his favorite cousin. "Caeden can I come with you guys?"

My brother looked at the adults who were idly talking. My aunt shrugged. "Fine by me." She looked at my mom. "You want to keep me company handing out candy?"

"I thought Keith was going to."

"He got called into work."

"Alright. You five be safe!" The group of mortals waved as they started walking away from the adults. "Sammy keep an eye on them!"

"I will Aunt Amy!" She waved until we reached the end of the driveway.

Chase was grinning secretly at Jack who reached over to ruffle his hair. Another pinch in my heart at how they could see Jack but not me. Part of me was secretly thanking the disastrous stop in Louisville for prepping me, even a little for not being seen by my relatives. I knew what I was in for when I agreed to go trick-or-treating, and I just had to get over it. I pushed the sensation away again until the smile returned to my face.

After Halloween ended Jack and I stayed until Saturday, then left. Jack went back to the pole and I went back to travelling. I found myself back in the redwoods. I don't know why, but the gigantic trees called to me. There was something stable and ethereal at the same time. I marveled at them, feeling almost at home. I'd always been a tree climber, but these were even out of my league... if it weren't for my wings that is. I spent a few days sitting atop the giants, feeling them sway in the breeze and getting lost in the feeling. It was peaceful.

I stared out at the sea of green surrounding me and an idea occurred. I wouldn't be able to do it alone, but I knew who I'd need to ask for help. The problem was, would she do it? I wouldn't know until I asked. I left the forests for a colder landscape and proceeded to fly south until I reached the Sanctuary. Dropping through the entrance I started looking for Sel. In the kitchen I found Del snoring with a piece of meat hanging out of the side of his mouth.

I walked over to him and punched him hard in his arm. That was about the equivalent of poking anyone else. When that didn't wake him climbed up until I was right next to his ear. "Hey, Morning Breath! Wake up!" With a start he jolted awake. When he jerked I fell off and landed on the table. "Ow!'

"Sorry, Story. Why did you have to wake me up?" The piece of meat waggled around as he spoke.

"You fell asleep eating again didn't you?"

"No"

I stared at him and pointed at the remnants of his meal hanging from his teeth. He glanced down and slurped it in, swallowing it in one gulp. "Do you know if Sel's back yet?"

"I haven't seen her, why?" He yawned, releasing the odor that had earned him the nickname of morning breath.

I wrinkled my nose at the smell and cursed. "I need to talk to her. Thanks anyway, Del." I walked out of the kitchen leaving a slightly confused and sleepy dragon behind me. By the time I reached the entryway again, he was already snoring. I launched out the hole and hung around in the frigid air for a few minutes before dropping to the ice. I had no idea where to look. I slowly turned in a circle, visualizing the globe as I did, seeing what was in front of me. After turning a complete circle for the fifth time I sat down.

I hate when I have the urge to do something right that instant, but something's in the way. I really do. I sat with my head in my hands, my elbows resting on my knees. I puffed out a sigh and watched as the fog drifted upwards. There wasn't a strong wind at the moment so it was calm in an eerie way. I gazed around at the barren landscape, waiting for something to come to mind. Songs from frozen popped into my head, mainly let it go. I realized I hadn't tried to dance it out up here before. I stood up, quietly humming to myself and I replayed the scene in my mind, mimicking the actions. Mid way through the scene the thought I'd waited for came to me.

"Duh!" I called a blank page to me and immediately scrawled a message, folding it into an airplane the moment I was done and launching it. I watched it sail away until it was out of sight. Once it was I went back to enacting the song, right where I left off.

After prancing around on the glacier for a while I went back into the sanctuary to change clothes. That done I wandered aimlessly for a few hours. I still had no idea where to go, and I didn't feel right just sitting there. I packed and repacked my bag about five times waiting for some kind of response, but there wasn't one. Finally I up and left, taking my stuff with me. I flew until I reached New York City, landing in Times Square. Or, above it. I wasn't gonna risk dropping into a crowd that dense. No way would I get out without being walked through about ten times minimum. I was up behind one of the billboards, looking down on the throng of people.

It still astounded me when I was in crowds this big - or above them. Keep in mind, though I may not have known everyone in my town by name, it was still a small town. For fun we went to Wal-Mart, okay? New York was as different as it got. I loved every second of it. I sat down and swung my legs over the bars, idly swinging them back and forth. I'm not sure how long I sat there watching everyone when a voice startled me. "What are you doing up here?"

I almost fell off the bars. I caught myself and got back up on to the bars. When my mini heart attack had subsided, I finally looked at the speaker. "What the hell? You could have made a little noise, you know!"

She was grimacing, and had her arms up close to her body. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to startle you."

I looked her over from where I stood, both hands now holding a bar. "You're obviously an immortal from the way you can see me."

"And you are as well. For the same reasons." She smiled at me a little sheepishly.

"So what did you want?" I sat back down, making sure there was a bar at my back now. I wasn't keen on falling down into the crowd.

She shrugged and sat a little ways away from me. "I wanted to see who was hanging around, and to introduce myself. May I ask your name first?"

"Story Tale." By the way her eyebrows moved towards each other and how her lips pursed, I could tell she'd never heard of me. I wasn't surprised. "I'm pretty new, only six years so far."

"Ah, that explains it." She smiled and leaned back a bit, seeming more comfortable now that she knew who I was.

"Explains what?"

"I know most all of the immortals around here. I have a club, you see. Immortals only, so there's no fear of being passed through. Everyone can be themselves, and all disagreements stay outside of the doors. Almost all of the immortals have been there at least once. Of course, I've yet to see you."

"There's a club for immortals?" She nodded. "What's it called?"

"Legends. Any mortal who passes by will only see an empty lot."

I glanced at the crowd again. The place sounded interesting, but I'd just met this girl, I didn't even know her name... Speaking of. "So, what did you say your name was?"

"Oh, I neglected that didn't I? I'm Annie. Well, Anesidora, really, but everyone calls me Annie." She tucked a stray lock of black hair behind her ear as she spoke.

"Nice to meet you Annie." I stuck out my arm and she shook it. After our hands broke apart, she moved a bit closer, now that we weren't complete strangers.

"It is nice to meet you as well, Story Tale."

I rolled my eyes. "Story, okay?"

"Alright. It is nice to meet you as well _Story_."

I chuckled softly. "So how long have you been around?"

She looked out over the crowd as she spoke. "A very long time. So long that I have lost track." She smiled a little sadly at me.

"Um... So what's your legend? I don't mean to pry, it's just that I was a huge mythology buff when I was mortal, so I've heard of a lot of us."

She chuckled. "I'm sure you were, you seem like the type. However, even mythology buffs have a hard time finding my legend. You wouldn't know it even if I gave you all of the different versions of it over the years."

"So wait..." Something she said picked at my brain. "If your legend's that far in the dark, how do you have any believers?"

"I don't. I had a few back when I first became immortal, but they dwindled down to nothing within the first hundred years or so. Since then I've been surviving on ambient belief. It's gotten me this far, and it'll keep me going." She turned her green eyes on me. "What about you? Do you have any believers yet?"

It was my turn to shrug. "Two, but one's related to me, so he kind of doesn't count. And I kind of cheated to get the other one so I guess she doesn't count either." I laughed at myself. "Good way to start a relationship with another immortal, huh? At least we're more or less in the same boat so we've got something in common, right?"

Annie raised her eyebrows and nodded. We stared at the thousands of people going about their daily lives for a while. Eventually she glanced at the time. "I've got to be heading back to Legends. I should be opening the doors soon." She started to climb down when she stopped. "Would you like to come?"

I hesitated. On one hand, I wanted to stay out in the open so I could get the response from Sel. However, I was _so_ interested in going. I mean, a club for immortals only? Hell yes. I smiled at her. "Sure, why not?" I grabbed my bag and started to climb down after her. I could get the letter just as well if I was inside.

When we hit the ground she started leading the way through alleys where the body count was minimal. After walking probably twenty blocks, she finally pointed to a building half way down the block. "There she is, my pride and joy." Legends was nothing much from the outside. It looked no different from the other buildings around it, aside from the faint haze that was left by whatever magic was concealing it. The sign near the roof was old fashioned, no neon. All in all it was pretty simple. I wasn't one to judge a book by it's cover, though... Okay, that's a lie. I've judged books by their covers, but everything else I _don't_ judge on appearance.

Annie led me through the front door and I gaped. I was right, the inside was much cooler. First of all, the inside was bigger than the outside. I suspected that magic had to do with that little fact. Three of the walls were brick and the other, behind the bar was a vibrant, deep purple. There were three floors, the top two having balconies looking over the first. On the main story was a dance floor taking up half of the space, with the rest consisting of tables and a stage off in the corner. From what I could see of the second and third floors they contained tables and chairs only.

The bar itself was pretty cool too. It rose up all three stories and had little pathways built into the wall so the bartenders could get to all three of the floors. Looking around, the chairs were all shapes and sizes, and so were the tables. I'm not sure that any two of them went together. There were dining chairs and barstools and lazyboys all stuffed around tables that ranged from diner tables, to dining room tables, to coffee tables. There were even a few side tables with one or two chairs making more private seating arrangements. It gave me the impression that Annie had spent lifetimes getting this place to look like it did. Just like at the Tooth Palace, the only word I could manage was, "Whoa."

She smiled at the compliment. "Go ahead and take a seat anywhere you like. I'm gonna busy myself with turning everything on. If any of my employees show up, introduce yourself. You're new, you probably need some more friends anyway." She waved and walked behind the bar and through a set of doors to what I assumed was the kitchen. While she was gone a few immortals trickled in. Most of them looked human, but a few were animals, or animal like. A few looked humanoid, but whatever their legend was made them look far from normal. A few waved at me, but most ignored me, going straight to their stations or dropping bags and jackets behind the bar.

After a while a girl in an apron walked up to me. "Can I get you anything?" She held her pen over a pad of paper.

"Oh, no. I'm not a customer. I met Annie in Times Square and she invited me back here." I looked around at the place again. "How long have you worked here?"

"For the past hundred years or so." She put the pad and pen in her pocket and gestured at another of the seats. "Mind if I sit?" I shook my head and she flopped into the chair. A lock of hair landed in her face and she blew on it until it fluttered off to the side. "Might as well enjoy the calm while it lasts." She had an accent that I thought was Irish. It'd make sense, considering her hair was bright red. She might as well be Merida from Brave.

"Are you Irish?"

"Celtic. Well, actually I predate the Celts, but they were my first believers so I consider myself one of 'em." She leaned back and clasped her hands over her stomach, the image of relaxed. "Where are you from?"

"Michiana. To be specific, Niles, Michigan." I leaned my head on one of my hands, my elbow propped up on the table.

"Small town?"

"More or less... Emphasis on more." Her laugh was loud and explosive, but still managed to sound feminine.

"Believe me, I understand." She looked at me, smiling. I noticed her incisors were a little longer than normal. So were mine, and that's why I noticed. "So what's yer name?"

"Story." She held out her hand and I shook it. She was a lefty, so I had to switch too.

"I take it you've got something to do with stories then? You happened to meet the Muse yet? I hear she's super territorial."

"Yes, yes and yes." I chuckled as I said the last one. "Definitely on the last one. She's not that bad, but, yeah." The Celt nodded in a knowing way. "Hey, so what's your name?"

"Name's Scathach."

My jaw dropped. "Holy crap!"

"Ah, I take it you've read _Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel_?" I nodded, dumbfounded. She laughed at my expression. "That was a fun one to read, and I'm not that big on books, mind you. No offense."

"Don't worry, none taken." I stared wide eyed. "So... are you really as good as the series lets on?"

"Better." One of the bartenders waved at us. "Looks like I've got to go. Nice meeting you Story. Hope you'll stick around so we can chat again." She got up and walked away. My jaw was still hanging a bit. _Holy crap, I just met Scatty!_

After Scathach left to get back to work, I stayed at my table. About ten to fifteen minutes later the bouncer started letting in the immortals. More people knew about Legends than I thought. I ended up giving up my spot to a group of Rusalki about ten minutes in and moved to a two-chair set up by the dance floor.

Eventually Annie came over to me and took the other chair. "So. What do you think?" She gestured around at the club.

"It's pretty cool." A red mane walked past a little ways away. "I can't believe that Scathach works for you." I shook my head a little in wonder and disbelief.

"Oh, yes. I sort of thought it was implied that all my employees were immortals."

"It was, I just didn't expect to meet one that was one of my favorite characters."

Se nodded. "You've read those books haven't you?"

"Yep, every single one. Even have three of them back at my place."

"Where do you live?"

"At the south pole."

Her eyebrows drew towards each other again. "Isn't it a little cold? And lonely?"

I shrugged. "A little, but it doesn't bother me too much. And I've got four roommates, so it's not like I'm alone out there."

"Who are your roommates? Perhaps I've met them."

"Well, two are mythical creatures. One's the new Korrigan - "

"I haven't met her yet. Oh, pardon the interruption." She held her hand out, palm outwards as she apologized. "Is she anything like the original?"

"Not that I know of. I mean, she's just as vain. She's a total bitch, but she's not bloodthirsty if that's what you mean."

She nodded. "I see. And, so who is your last roommate?"

"Jack Frost." I was smiling slightly. Among immortals, Jack was famous... or infamous. Before the movie his reputation as a prankster had most of the immortals finding him immature and irritating - even if they hadn't met him. After the movie came out, and after becoming one of the Guardians, his status had risen. More of the immortals - those who'd met him - started to respect him. Grudgingly might I add. Those who hadn't met him still thought he was an idiot with a smile, though.

Annie had a weird expression on her face. I couldn't quite read it but if I had to describe it, I'd say it was a cross between excitement, interest and disgust. That's what most reactions were when anyone found out I knew Jack. Hell that'd been Korri's reaction. Annie seemed to choose her words carefully. "Jack Frost? He's your roommate?" I nodded. If she was about to dis my best friend, I was gonna defend him. She pursed her lips.

"What?" My tone might have been a little snarky, but I really didn't care. I'm loyal to my friends. Usually.

She shook her head. "Nothing. At least, nothing nice, therefore, I'll say nothing at all."

I raised one eyebrow at her. "Seriously? 'If you don't have something nice to say, say nothing at all'? That's your response?"

She shrugged and looked at me innocently. "What? That has always been my philosophy. Especially within these walls." She gestured around at the club. "I've told you that all conflicts are left outside of the doors? Any pre-misconceptions of any immortals stay outside, as do any arguments that arise inside. I believe that Americans have a phrase, what is it? Oh, yes. 'Parking lots are for fighting, so take it outside'? I've never had a fight break out in my club. Ever. Of course there've been arguments before, but no injuries of any sort." She leaned in a little bit. "What kind of an owner would I be if I didn't follow my own rules? I've got to set an example you know." She leaned back in her chair, surveying the customers around her. She smiled at a few as they walked past, waving.

"So how long have you had this place anyway?" I watched the Rusalki a few tables over getting drunk off their asses. Lucky they don't get hangovers.

"This particular building I've had since before the American Revolution. I used to have another building in France, and before that, I had one in Egypt. As the center of the world has moved, so have I." She waved at another group of immortals. "I used to keep portals open between the old sites and this one, but it was too tiring. Anyone who wants to make the trip now, has to find their own way."

I whistled. Scathach was back by the bar, her red mane a stark contrast to the deep purple wall. Hell, her hair was stark contrast to everything. "Why do you keep it dark in here?" The first floor was more or less, well lit. The top two stories were nearly bathed in darkness, like there weren't any lights up there at all. I could spot a few lights, but not many. Aside from the lighting issue, the club itself felt a little dark, with the dark paint and the brick on the wall. Plus with all the people it felt cluttered.

"Aren't all clubs dark?" She smiled.

I looked at her. "You sure it's not because you want to stand out?" I pointed at her bright yellow top.

She glanced down. "Ah, yes. That was one of the reasons I chose that particular color for the wall." We chuckled at her vanity for a moment before going back to watching the crowd.

It was a little overwhelming. I didn't have to go out of my way to avoid anyone, since I was corporeal to everyone in the room. If anyone bumped into me I didn't even get mad. And eye contact! It was weird, but I felt at home here. I'd always wanted to be the kind of person who had a social life, but I'd spent most of min so far as a hermit. A social hermit, but a hermit nonetheless. I was definitely coming back here. After a little while I felt something nudging my arm and glanced over. There was a paper airplane hovering in the air, expectantly. I snatched it up and unfolded it to read.

Annie noticed and strained her next to try and see. "What is that?"

My eyes scanned the last word before I answered. "It's a letter I've been waiting for." I stood up and scooped my bag up off the floor. "I've got to go, but I'll stop by again soon. This place is too cool to pass up for long." I waved good-bye as I maneuvered between bodies towards the door.

When I got outside the brisk November air hit me. It was past midnight here in New York and the city was buzzing with life. Only in big cities do people wake with the moon. I shook my head a little as I called my wings. I had a big shot to meet.


	11. From Berzee to Burgess

Sel's reply had burned into my mind - well, the important parts anyway. _Stonehenge, don't pry, calm._ I'd made myself a mental checklist of what to remember most. The last part she's put in there about ten times. I know I'm annoying, obnoxious, hyper, loud and frankly tiring to be around. Usually, my thoughts on that are some version of "oh, fucking, well!" But this time I understood why she was all but ordering me to tone it down. It would not be good to make this particular immortal angry. In fact, the fate of the world sort of depended on it.

A few hours of flying later, I got to Scotland. It took me another half hour or so if flying around to find the unmistakable stones. I dropped down into the circle and waited for a signal or something. A slight breeze ruffled my hair and I thought I heard a voice. I turned around. looking for whoever was talking. No body. "Okay..." I was starting to think that Sel's info hadn't been the best... or that I was either too early or late. Another breeze swept my hair around and this time I _did_ hear a voice. It was the wind talking.

_"Are you Story Tale?"_

The wind's voice was incredibly subtle and faint. It definitely sounded like wind though. "Yes, I am. Are you here to show me the way?" I'll admit, it was weird talking to the air. I mean, I'd done it enough times before to not feel like a complete idiot, but I'd never spoken to the air _directly_ before. I'd always had someone in mind that I'd been talking to.

The breeze drifted past again and I barely had time to register it's words before the wind kicked up. _"Hold on."_

The wind was rushing around me so fast I had to squint to try and keep them from watering. "To what?" I almost yelled it as the wind physically lifted me off of the ground. Part of me was screaming 'oh, shit' and the rest wanted to whoop like an idiot. The latter part won out as the first sound that escaped my was a cry of delight. By now, I was no stranger to flying. The sky was as much my home as the ground. I always _had_ enjoyed feeling weightless. However, I'd always had something supporting me. Either my wings, or that first time, Jack's hand holding mine as he towed me to the place that had become home. There was nothing holding me up but strong air currents.

My mind was running off in a thousand different directions, the most prominent of which were as follows. This must be how Jack feels when he flies. _No wonder he finds it so fun._ If I fell, I could catch myself with my wings. _Just like the crevasse up at the Pole._ The wind wouldn't let me fall... would it? Eventually, all my thoughts quieted for the first time in a long time and I gave myself over to being tumbled by the air.

It was _fun_. The adrenaline junkie in me was ecstatic. Hell, all of me was. Flying had become too common place for me, I realized. What happened to the girl who dreamed of flight every hour of every day? What happened to the girl who took delight in every second of it? I was going to have to fix that. No way was I about to allow myself to become comfortable with the most amazing gift I've ever gotten. No, that shit was always going to be amazing to me if I had anything to say about it.

The ground wooshed by beneath me at a rate faster than I'd ever gone. If I was right, I'd guess that after only a minute we were flying over Germany. I glanced around me at the air buoying me, not sure where to look while addressing it. "You're really fast." Despite the intensity at which the wind sped around me, inside the whirlwind was a pocket of calm that I rested on. More or less. So I didn't have to yell to hear myself, but it was still incredibly windy.

_"We are."_ It was said as a statement. No pride or any other emotions were present in the winds' voice.

I watched as we sped east, gradually moving to the north as well. "So... where are we going?"

_"Our destination is approaching."_ A massive forest stretched out as far as I could see, we'd already been travelling over it for a minute or so.

"Where are we anyway?"

_ "Mortals call it the Boreal forest."_

A moment later we started to descend into the trees. We dropped so fast I expected to feel like my stomach had thrown itself into my throat, but surprisingly, travelling by whirlwind is resistant to g-force. The wind buffeted the tree limbs back and so I didn't get hit. When we landed it was beneath the forest canopy and surrounded by a thin fog. The wind receded so fast that I had a moment where everything felt like a horror movie, being so quiet and all.

The fog clung to the ground and only came up to about my knees. I could see about a hundred feet in each direction, I'd probably be able to see a little farther, but the trees were in my way. However, I could not see my feet. _Knowing my luck, I'd trip and fall every other step._ I glanced around, left waiting again for some signal of where to go. I heard a few twigs snap off to my right and I turned to see who it was.

Sel came out from behind a few trees, smiling at me. "I trust that the winds treated you well?"

I smiled at my roommate, walking into her offered hug. "It's surprisingly friendly. Or is it 'they'? I don't care."

She raised her eyebrows at me. "You. _You _are not curious? Did Hell freeze over without my knowing?"

I chuckled at her joke. "You know, there's a Hell, Michigan that freezes every winter." She rolled her eyes but smiled. She was used to my random bursts of knowledge by now. "I'm actually more interested in what I'm actually here for."

"Ah. Well, I suppose I will show you the way then." She lead me back the way she'd come from, my anticipation growing the farther we got from my landing spot.

"So, what's with all the chauffeuring? I mean, you couldn't have just said 'here's where you go, see you soon'?"

"It is a bit of a secret, you know. And only a handful of people know how to actually get in. That is why I have come to get you."

"Seems legit." The fog was thinning out and I could vaguely make out my shoes as we walked onward. It was brighter too. Before it'd been a bit gloomy and, frankly, depressing. Now it was far more cheerful looking. It now looked like the middle of the day, as opposed to twilight bordering on creepytown. Soon the fog had all but vanished, but when I glanced over my shoulder it was clearly visible. "You know, I will never get used to magic."

"Yes, but knowing you, that is a good thing."

"Couldn't have said it better myself." I glanced around at the forest again. "Why do I feel like we're walking into the heart of Berzee?"

Sell shot me a look. "How do you know the name of her place?"

My eyebrows might have been hitting my hairline with how high they went. "Are you serious? That's actually what this place is called?" She nodded, her brows almost as high as mine. "I was referencing a movie. 'The Life and Adventures of Santa Clause'. It was one of my favorite depictions of North, before I saw the real one. The version from the movie had him as a foundling at the edge of the mystical forest of Berzee. He was raised by a wood nymph and grew up surrounded by magical creatures of every type. When he was in adulthood he started making toys for kids because it made them happy when they needed it. It was a simple way to make them smile. When he was an old guy it started getting hard for him - being old, and them the 'ruler' of the forest gave him the mantle of immortality so he could keep doing it for all of time. I liked it because it showed him young, and most people don't think of him like that. But, yes, Berzee was always what I associated with magical forests because of that movie."

"Hmm." Sel grasped her chin. She did that a lot when she was thinking about something. "The creator must have somehow known about the real one. Or at least must have heard the name from someone who had."

I shrugged. "I'm just tickled that I guessed right." I smiled smugly at her, making her laugh as I did. The air suddenly got warmer, which caused me to look around again. Around us flowers covered almost everything. It was still November, especially considering that we were in _Russia_. A smile dawned on my face as I realized the significance of the flowers.

"We are almost there." Sel's comment was unnecessary, I figured that out for myself. In the distance I could see a flash of red and orange, autumn trees. Thick green grass was all around us, the kind that screams summer. Where as the trees farthest away held little to no leaves from winter coming early this far north. Aside from the pines, of course. I my heart, I knew exactly where we were.

"I never thought chaos could be quite this beautiful." Late spring flowers bloomed in full next to piles of autumn leaves and patches of frost and snow dotted the landscape here and there. The trees were farther apart here, almost creating pathways. We walked through a tunnel of trees sporting thick green leaves. Up ahead I saw a woman crouching down, inspecting a group of flowers. Sel sped up just a bit, a smile growing on her face. I slowed down a little. I was star struck, I'll admit. The woman turned to smile at Sel. She had long black hair that went past her waist. It fluttered a little in the wind.

Sel got to her well before me and greeted her in a hug. She turned and gestured towards me as I walked up. "This is Story Tale, the originator of that note we got."

The woman turned her gold-green eyes on me. Smiling cordially at me in a way that was neither friendly, nor forced, she greeted me. "Hello."

"Hi." I didn't think Sel's warning of being calm was needed, I was too star struck to manage much. Sel giggled from next to the woman.

"Story, I told you to be calm, not comatose."

I laughed a little. "Sorry, I'm just a little..."

"I imagine that you are star struck?"

"Those exact words, actually."

She smiled, her eyes glancing from Sel to me, noting our slight laughter. "It seems living with Jack has made you two resort to jokes to break the ice." She chuckled a little herself, then.

"Oh, I did that even before I met him. I don't like to be... sad or down or anything like that. I like being happy, so anytime I realize I'm not I tend to... make a joke. Even if I'm the only one who gets it."

Sel looked at the woman. "Would you like me to leave the two of you alone? I could go for a stroll through your gardens."

"If you wish." Sel smiled and started gliding away.

_Don't leave me alone!_ I looked at the woman standing before me. Standing regally in her green dress and looking like a part of the landscape. "Uhh..."

She chuckled. "You don't have to be intimidated, Story."

"Sorry, I just... I've heard a lot about you. From many different sources. I don't want to give the wrong impression by saying the wrong thing. I mean, I don't want to seem like an idiot or anything. I'm... Can we start over?" She nodded, smiling. "Thanks. Alright... Hi, I'm Story." I stuck out my hand.

She reached out to shake mine. "Hello Story, it is nice to meet you. I am sure you know who I am."

I nodded. "Oh, yeah."

She chuckled again. "You can call me Seraphina, if you wish."

"Okay..." _Damn-it! Pull yourself together, Story!_

"What was it you wanted to speak to me about?" She gestured gracefully towards another path.

I nodded and followed her, walking at her side. "Well, I'm a fairly new immortal, I'm sure Sel's told you that."

"She did not need to, I already knew."

"Duh, of course you would. Anyway, I've been staying with Jack this whole time. Don't get me wrong, I love it. I love my roommates, I love my room and the stars down there are gorgeous. It's just... I feel enough like a loner already. I've been mooching most of my life... I want to spread my wings so to speak."

"What's your point?"

"Sorry, I tend to ramble." I smiled apologetically. "I've never lived alone. Ever. I was living at home back when I was mortal, and, like I said, I've been living with roommates since... I've been thinking of getting my own place. The whole time I've been travelling, I've been looking for a place, subconsciously, mind you. I think I've found one." I looked up at her, she was a good five or six inches taller than me.

"And why did you have to speak to me about this?" She was being remarkably patient with me - for someone who'd just met me. I mean, she hadn't had time to build a buffer for my... well, my hyperness.

"I want to live in the Sequoia forest, in the redwoods. I want to have a sort of tree house and I was kind of hoping that you'd help me?" I waited anxiously for her response.

She didn't break stride, though she did slow down a little as she pondered. "What exactly, do you want me to do?" She looked at me, her face stoic.

"I don't want to physically build the place. I was hoping you could... grow the trees into the shape?" I bit my lip. "That's why I wanted to come and ask you about it. What I want is in your area of expertise - and protection. I figured it wouldn't hurt to ask the biggest authority on this particular subject."

She didn't answer right away. In fact, she didn't answer at all. I waited for so long that I started thinking that her silence was a 'no'. "What do you know about me?"

"Um... Well. I know that your dad is Kozmotis. I know that you're Mother Nature. I know that your name is Emily Jane Pitchiner. You know, I was wondering about that."

"About what?"

"Your name is Emily Jane... where does Seraphina come in?"

She looked out at her home while she spoke. "After I came to Earth, back when Sandy and I first crashed in our star, I was still Emily Jane. The mortals on this world began to call me Mother Nature, and the title stuck. So I have gone by that ever since. However... as time passed, I stopped feeling like Emily Jane. I decided to give myself a new name. And so I chose to become Seraphina." She reached her hand towards a low hanging branch. As her fingers brushed it, flowers blossomed all over the tree, spreading from the spot she'd touched it.

"So, it's like when we become immortals, we're gifted with a new name. You chose to do that for yourself?"

She nodded gracefully. Everything she did was graceful. "Yes. You called my father by his name."

It wasn't a question, but true to my form, I answered like it was one. "Yeah. When I found out about his past, I stopped thinking about him as Pitch." I shrugged. "When I talk about him to most people I'll call him Pitch, just because it's more common place. And less of a mouthful. But... I want him to go back to how he was. I mean, I feel bad for him. I can't imagine anyone going through what he did. I know he's still in there somewhere, and that's why I call him Kozmotis. I'm still hoping one day that the fearlings will loose their hold on him. Like I said, he's in there."

She looked at me with a weird expression on her face. I didn't blame her. Here I was, talking about her dad in a way only a bleeding heart can. "How..." She paused to compose her voice a little more. "How are you so sure?"

I shrugged. "Part of me wants to be a mushy smart ass and say it's because I believe it." I winked. "But, the truth is, I've always seen likable qualities in people. Especially villains. There's something admirable about them. Not bad guys, villains. There's a difference. They plan everything out and take failure in stride, shifting to the back up plan. Even better they figure out everything before hand and play things in their favor. Villains are smart. Usually." I shrugged again. "I've always walked the edge of darkness. I like scary and creepy things. I've never been scared by them, that's probably why I like them so much. I appreciate what goes into it. I mean, everybody's got a dark side, right? For villains it's just the side we see more often." I looked up at her, seeing the telltale signs on her face that my rambling was loosing her. "Sorry, I know I talk a lot."

"It's alright." We kept walking for a few minutes longer. "I'll help you. I admire the fact that you had the insight to come and ask me first... and Selie adores you."

"Well, Lillends _do_ love stories."

She giggled at that little fact. "Selie a little more so than others. Thank you, Story."

My eyebrows scrunched together. "For what?" I honestly didn't know why she was thanking me. Was it for the asking permission thing? She'd already mentioned that.

"For sharing with me how you feel about my father."

"Oh... Well... Um, you're welcome." This was going down in the books as one of the weirdest conversations of my life. I was getting _thanked_ for an opinion of mine. Usually people end up telling me to shut up for sharing too many of them. Yep, this was an interesting day, to say the least.

I ended up spending the next few days at Berzee mapping out a diagram of my future house. While I was there I met a good few mythical creatures who, in fact, lived there. I was starting to think that whoever had made that movie _had_ to have come by at some point. There were wood nymphs and pixies, even elves (though not the kind North had running around the workshop, the real ones that look more like dwarves). Of course there were normal animals too, the kind you'd expect to find in a forest.

Right after my initial meeting with Seraphina, Sel came and found me to ask how it had gone. I'd gotten to the part about asking about her name when she interrupted me. "Oh, Story... You did not?"

"Sel, this is me we're talking about. Of course I did."

"I told you not to pry!"

"Hey, it was one question! You should be happy I left it at that!"

She face-palmed, sighing as she did. "Okay, so then what happened?"

"Well, she explained about how she named herself, then she mentioned how I called her dad by his name. It wasn't a question but-"

"You rambled!"

"I apologized afterwards!" Sel now had both of her hands to her face. Poor girl, all her preparations had been in vain. I'd still been the same as always. "Sel, you know I treat everyone the same. I don't care if I'm talking to Manny or a random person with no authority at all whatsoever, they're getting treated the same."

She sighed again. "What astounds me is how you managed to get her to agree while you were acting like that." She dropped her hands from her face to reveal a flustered, yet resigned expression.

"She said the fact that I asked helped." _And that I believe her dad's still there._

"Well, I guess that is something." She sighed, _again_. "So what did you ask her anyway?"

I hadn't told Sel in my note that I was planning on moving out. I hadn't told any of my roommates yet. I hesitated a minute before answering. "I need her help building my house."

"Why would you need her help building - Wait. Did you say your house?" I nodded. "You are moving out?"

"Yeah. I've been trying to find somewhere for years, and I decided on the redwoods. I want it to be a tree house, but I don't want to hurt the trees, so that's why I wanted to ask her." Sel stared at me looking a little concerned. "Sel... You guys knew I wasn't going to be living there forever."

"Yes, I did. But time is such a relative concept to immortals that I expected you to stay a few decades at the least." She smiled ruefully at me. "I finally had another girl in the house. And one that can cook to boot!" I laughed along with her before she sighed resignedly. "I cannot say that I am quite surprised as it were. You never did completely take to the cold, did you?"

"I _was_ made for warmer weather." Sel looked dejectedly at the ground - not a difficult feat considering she already had to look down to see me. "Hey, it's not like I'll never see you again! Jack's still my best friend, so I'll be around. And I'm not gonna be moving out right away anyway. My place isn't even built yet!"

"Thank you for trying to make me feel better about this, but it is not necessary. I understand completely." She dropped down to hug me. "And I expect you to bring me some real food when you drop in!"

I smiled up at her. "Don't worry, I will."

"I know you will. Does Del'Ket know yet? Does Jack?"

"No and no. You're the first one I told. To be completely honest, I don't wanna tell Jack until right before I leave." She looked at me confused. I continued before she could say anything though. "If I do he'll just mope around or try and talk me out of it or something. Or he'd avoid me until I'm gone." I shrugged.

"Then that means we cannot tell Del'Ket either."

Del would be crushed to find out I was leaving. He'd attached to me like a puppy. A lazy puppy who never did anything, but a puppy. "Why? Do you know how bad he'll feel when he finds out we kept it from him?"

"Del'Ket cannot keep a secret to save his life and we all know it. He will understand why you kept the secret, and I do not care what he thinks about me."

"Unless he's calling you a harpy." She scowled.

"Yes there is that. However, I can always call him a lizard and we are even." She took a deep breath and let it out, shaking her wings out as she did. "Alright, that is enough of that. On to happier subjects now, shall we?"

"Yep. Oh, hey! Wanna see my sketches of the place?" I turned to grab the pages from the mushroom table where they'd been laying. That was another thing - I swear that Wonderland was based off Berzee. There we're too many similarities for it to be a coincidence.

"Oh, yes!" She eagerly leaned over my shoulder to see them.

"Alright, so I plan on stretching it between three or four trees." I pointed out how I wanted it to be multiple floors, how the staircases and bridges between the trees were gonna work out. "I plan on having a big platform somewhere so if Del ever wants to visit he has somewhere to stay."

"That is a good idea. You may have to have that on a separate tree, to support his weight."

"Good point." I made a revision to the sketch, as well as a note to myself. "This is starting to feel more like a mini city than a house."

"I am not surprised. You are not the type to have a normal abode."

I snorted. "That's for sure!" I went back to showing off my designs. With Sel's help I managed to figure out nearly every unforeseen detail. There were still a few things that would have to change slightly depending on the trees themselves, and there were a few other things I'd need help with, but as a whole it was beginning to come together.

When I finally left Berzee I went looking for Jack. I had an inkling that he was up at the pole, if not he'd most likely be in Burgess. As I was flying west out of the Boreal Forest with the wind rushing past my face I had an idea. "Uh, if you're listening, winds, could you tell me where Jack Frost is?" Just like earlier in the week, speaking to the wind was beyond weird.

After a minute or so the air currents mildly switched directions for a minute, carrying words to me. _"We will see where he is for you."_

"Oh, uh, thank you!" I kept flying west, not going farther north or south if I could help it.

The winds came back with their response about ten minutes later. _"He is in Burgess, Pennsylvania with children."_

"Thanks!" I adjusted my course a little, heading towards Burgess. I'll admit, I was curious about the city. I'd never actually been there. Not a lot of immortals had, actually. As a rule, we tend to respect each others spaces. Musie had Athens, Tooth had Punjam Hy Loo, North had the Pole of course, Sel was the one who'd really claimed Antarctica and Jack had Burgess. We don't tend to cross into others 'areas' without an invite of some sort. Mainly because so many Immortals were incredibly territorial, but also because we're content to stay out of other people's business... for the most part anyway. So I'd never been there. Now, however, I had a reason.

The winds rushed alongside me. _"He does not know you are coming."_

"No, but we're friends, so he won't mind." I glanced towards where the wind was the fastest, and therefore the loudest. "You're awfully chatty."

_"We are bored... And you are willing to talk."_

"Oh, believe me, I'm willing. Are you who Jack's always listening to for weather updates?"

_"Yes, we are."_

Interesting. "Hey, why do you speak in plural? I'm curious."

_"There are four of us. We are many but we are one."_

_Cryptic..._ The winds were actually pretty interesting. The way they spoke threw me a little, not just the plural thing either. When their voice got to me it was like it was breathed, and it drifted on the air currents. Like the wind had carried someone else's voice to me. It was eerily familiar. "Wait... About seven years ago, Jack found two new believers in a town called Niles, Michigan. One was a girl on the tail end of her teen years. Did you by any chance... You didn't relay what he said when she still couldn't see him, did you?"

The winds paused a minute before they answered - like literally paused, the breeze stopped. _"We remember..."_

"So... was it you guys who carried his voice?" I had to know, now that the notion had entered my mind.

_"We did. We decided to help."_ If they were telling the truth_, _then the winds were responsible fore my believing in Jack, and as a result, our friendship. _"You were the girl, yes?"_

I nodded. "Yeah, I was the girl..." I looked ahead of me, to make sure I hadn't veered off course. I was now over France, if my calculations were correct. "Thanks. It's because of you guys that Jack and I are friends." I smiled.

_"We are not used to gratitude. Why do you give it?"_

"Well, because my friendship with Jack means so much to me, and without you guys doing what you did in the first place, I might not have that." The winds were silent for a while and I thought they might have wandered off. They weren't gone, I mean there's always wind, but I thought that maybe their conscious had moved on. Suddenly the wind kicked up behind me and shoved me forward far faster than I'd been going. "Whoa! What's going on!"

_"We are giving you a push."_ They sped me onwards towards Burgess. It was no easy feat either, I wasn't nearly as light as Jack, that boy hardly weighed anything. It really was fun, flying with the winds. I kept my wings together, though, they helped me steer. To be honest, the winds weren't the most steady pilots. Maybe that was why Jack always spun in circles when he flew? I thought he did that to make it more fun, but now that I'd experienced it the same way, I think that's just the easiest way to fly with these guys. To let them tumble you through the air the way they tumble over themselves. I'd have to ask him about it later.

I chatted idly with the winds as they shoved me to Burgess, and in no time the city was sprawled below us. They toned down their onslaught to a mild breeze once the town had come into sight. _"Goodbye. We had... a good time."_

"I did too." I waved in the general area where the wind was blowing from. "I'll talk to you soon."

_"Please do, we... enjoy it."_

I watched as the winds raced off to who knows where. You know, I'd never realized just how much... personality the wind could have. "Hm." I shook my head a little and started to loop around the town, gradually moving farther and farther inwards as I did. I couldn't find Jack at first, which wasn't that surprising. Burgess was a somewhat small town, but it had a good population, and a lot of people were out today. I believe it was a Thursday and Jack didn't plan on giving them any snow-days for another week and a half at the earliest. Eventually I spotted the statue of the city founder's family and dropped down to inspect it. The movie had never really shown the whole thing. On impulse I climbed up next to the founder's knee and leaned against it where Jack had. I looked down the street where Jamie had his wild ride which I'd have killed for. _This is Jack's home._

I heard a group of kids a ways away giggling and I turned to look. It was then that I saw my roommate engaged in a snowball fight with about ten little kids and two or three teenagers. I jumped down off of my perch and sprinted over to join in on the fun. I stayed out of Jack's line of sight as I made a small pile of ammo for myself before starting to pelt the elusive immortal that the others were having a hard time hitting. He whipped his head around looking for who threw the snowballs at him. "Hey -" He broke off laughing. "Who - who threw that?" His eyes settled on me and he blinked a minute. "Story? What're you doing here? In Burgess?"

"I was bored and I was looking for you. You _are_ the most obvious relief of boredom that I know." The small kids had moved their fun over a little, so we were out of the way enough that I wouldn't be walked through. "Can they all see you?"

He glanced at them before nodding. "Oh yeah. Even without the movie's help, most of the kids in Burgess can see me. Only exceptions are those that have just moved here." The teens had now noticed that Jack had stopped and one of them tromped over to us.

"Jack, why'd you stop?" I raised my eyebrows approvingly at the teen. He looked about Caeden's age, so he was probably a Sophomore in high school, by the looks of it. His brown hair was tucked into a beanie cap - they were still in style - and he had on a puffy vest over a long sleeved shirt. "What's the matter, you getting old?" He joked at the immortal. When he smiled I realized exactly who he was, and my jaw dropped. Jamie was _hot!_

Jack smiled at Jamie's joke. "No, one of my friends stopped by. Her name's Story Tale, the personification of stories. And believe me she talks enough to earn her title." I shoved at Jack enough so that he had to take a step to keep his balance.

"Gee, thanks, give the boy a horrible impression of me!" I stopped abruptly as I felt the little rush that came with gaining a believer.

Apparently my shoving Jack as well as his introduction was enough for Jamie to believe in me. I'm not gonna lie, I fangirled a little. I mean, come on, I was meeting Jamie... and he was _cute_ now! He blinked a bit as he took in my... me-ness. "Oh, hi." He stuck out his hand, which I shook in greeting. I was doing a lot of that this year. "I think Jack's told me about you before. She's the one who's like you?"

"Alright, so you're a little forgiven." I glared at Jack, still irked by his earlier comment. I looked back to Jamie and gave him a smile. "Calling me Story is fine. And, don't believe anything he's told you until I've proven it, okay?" He chuckled at that, but I was serious. I had no way of knowing how much Jack had exaggerated me or what he'd even said.

"I'm Jamie."

"Oh, I know exactly who you are. You do know you're basically famous because of the movie, right? Most people might not be able to see it, since the movie was CGI and, you're obviously not, but I'm not most people."

Jack snorted and mumbled under his breath. "That's for sure."

I crossed my arms and stuck my tongue out at him, he was too far away now to shove. "He was right, you are like him."

"I'm gonna assume you mean that as a compliment." I raised one eyebrow at the boy.

"Yeah." He said it a little too quickly. He leaned in closer to Jack to whisper something that I heard anyway. "She's intimidating."

"I heard that. And yes, I am." I smiled at the two of them. Jack started laughing while Jamie was doing so nervously. He'd get used to me eventually.

"Alright, killer, calm down. Let's introduce you to the other kids so you can join in." He started walking towards them.

As I followed Jamie fell in stride next to me. "Hey, so what's it like living with him?"

"Cold." I smiled to show it was a joke. "No, it's actually pretty cool - no pun intended that time. It gat's kind of crazy from time to time, but crazy's fine by me."

He watched as Jack entered the group with snowballs flying. "So... are you his girlfriend, or something?"

I burst out laughing at that. _Twice in a few months?_ "No, no. Jack and I are just friends. Actually, you could say he's my best friend." I nodded. "Yeah, that's probably the best way to say it." As we got close, one of the teens I recognized by his square rimmed glasses and blonde hair as Jamie's friend, though I couldn't remember his name for the life of me. The other I couldn't figure, but she was wearing a lot of pink. Of the little kids I had no clue about any of them except for one blondie who instantly stuck out.

Jack was crouched down in front of the group of kids who'd calmed enough to hear what he was trying to say. "One of my friends stopped by. She's an immortal, so you guys are gonna have to believe in her before you can see her. Her name's Story and she's really loud and bossy."

"Hey! Enough with the bad first impressions!"

He looked over his shoulder at me. "Exhibit A." The kids followed his gaze and I felt a bigger jolt than ever when more than one started believing all at once.

I staggered before throwing my arms out for balance. "Whoa..." Frankly, I was a little dizzy.

Jamie reached out to steady me. "Hey, are you okay?"

"Yeah, just..." I blinked and shook my head to try and clear up the dizziness. "A little dizzy."

Jack winced at me. "Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. Sorry."

"No, no... It's okay." I blinked again. "I feel pretty good actually." I did, I felt... I don't know, stronger? Lighter? Whatever, I just felt good.

The kids were staring at me openmouthed while the three who hadn't been able to believe in me quite that easily were shooting each other confused looks. The blondie was smiling at me like I was a living Barbie or something. I bent down, bracing my hands on my legs as I looked at her. "You're Sophie, right?" She nodded so fast I was surprised her head didn't roll off. "Do you still like colors?"

"Yeah! I'm one of the best in my class! Just like Jamie!"

At his mention, Jamie walked up behind her. "She means her drawings."

"Does that mean you're an artist?"

He blushed a little. "Yeah, sort of. I mean, I'm no professional, but... I guess I'm okay."

His friend with the glasses - Monty, that was his name - elbowed him. "Stop being modest, Mrs. Pecking posts your pictures all over her walls."

The girl in the pink walked up next to Monty. "She'd put them up in the hallways too if the principal would allow it."

Jamie smiled at the praise. "Thanks guys."

Sophie was bouncing up and down. "C'mon! Let's play!"

Jack smiled wickedly at her. "Are you sure?" She nodded. I still wasn't sure how her head stayed on. "Alright, then..." Without warning snowballs started flying every which way, and the fight was back on again. It was really fun, playing with all of the _mortal_ kids. I felt almost normal. But, I'd never been normal, so it didn't last long. I was having too much fun being the only person who could hit Jack, but that's because I cheated. Oh, well. All's fair in love and war, and this was war!


	12. Presents

A few hours of snowballs flying later, most of the kids' parents called them in for the night. Jamie, Sophie and the other two teens hung around for a little while longer, but eventually it was just the siblings and us immortals. Sophie was building a snowman with Jamie's help, and occasionally Jack's. I sat and watched. They were way better at it than me, that was for sure. Jamie lifted his sister so she could put on the snowman's face. After it was done, Sophie ran around for a little while longer, while Jack sat next to me on the ground. Jamie came over and sat on the bench near us.

"Where does that girl get the energy?" I watched as the blondie ran around in circles.

"Same place as you." Jack said as-a-matter-of-factly. I just shook my head at him

"Are you gonna stick around for a while, Jack?" Jamie looked over at us.

The immortal in question shrugged. "Depends." He glanced at me. "You planning on hanging out?"

"Why not. This place is infamous in fandoms, I might as well look around while I'm here." _Like it hadn't been my plan all along._

It was finally starting to get dark out and Jamie glanced up at the sky, squinting. "Looks like I should be getting Sophie back home now. Sophie! Time to go home!" He got up from the bench and started to chase down the skinny nine-year-old who was doing everything in her power to _not_ go home.

"No! I wanna play with Jack and Story! I don't wanna go home yet!"

"Sophie - " He lunged at her, but she swerved at the last minute and he missed. "We have school tomorrow." He jumped at her again, but landed on the ground as she jumped out of the way and stuck her tongue out at him. "Mom's gonna be mad if we get home after the street lights are on!"

"Don't care!" She was giggling now as she gave her brother a run for his money. Jamie continued to chase the girl around as Jack and I sat laughing as we watched. We both knew exactly how he felt. Older siblings have it hard, but the rewards are pretty great. Jamie finally caught his sister and swung her up over his shoulder. He was barely managing to hold on to her with how much she was struggling. "Jamie! Let me go, I can walk!"

He looked at her skeptically, but put her down anyway... Then his shoulders slumped in defeat as she ran off laughing. Jack got up, chuckling to himself. "I'll get her."

Jamie came over and plopped down next to me. "Thanks, Jack." He smiled up at my roomie gratefully.

As Jack flew over to Sophie to take his turn cornering her I leaned over to Jamie. "I could have told you that would happen when you put her down."

He sighed. "I know, I just got tired of holding her."

I laughed. "Believe me, I know the feeling. I've got a little brother back home. He's about your age, but he used to be a lot like her." I gestured to Sophie with my chin.

"Do you still talk to him?"

I nodded. "Yeah. He was my first believer." I looked over at Jack's first believer in over 300 years of existence. "Listen, from one older sib to another, reverse psychology is a beautiful, beautiful thing." I chuckled as I remembered the countless times I'd used it on Caeden.

"Yeah, it's just..."

"I know." Jack had managed to catch her in the crook of his staff and was straining to pull her towards us. "Hey, thanks for believing in Jack so much. He'd never say it, but the fact that you're still able to see him well into your teens means the world to him."

"How could I ever stop believing in him!" Jamie was outraged at the thought, and I didn't blame him.

"I know it's hard to imagine, but it's actually easier to stop believing than you'd think." I looked down at my hands. "It's hard to keep a hold of your belief, especially when everything tells you otherwise. Really, really hard." I wasn't talking about Jamie now, I was talking about me. "Adults will tell you to grow up and to stop being a kid, but what they're really saying is that you should give up like they did." I looked at him fully. "Don't."

He didn't answer as Jack brought the shrieking child to us, then. "Okay, it's someone else's turn."

"Why don't you let a girl handle this?" I stood up and went over to Sophie who instantly grinned up at me. I smiled at her. "Hey, I will make you a deal."

She pursed her lips, considering. "What kind of a deal?"

"Well, if you promise to go home when Jamie tells you from now on, I will give you a special present each time I stop by."

Her eyes lit up. "A present! What kind of present?"

I tugged my bag off my back and started riffling through it. I pulled out one of my drawings that I'd done while at Berzee - I'd been inspired. "Something like this, maybe?" I held it out to her.

She snatched it up and squealed in delight. "Deal!" She ran over to Jamie, clutching the picture in her fists.

Her brother raised his eyebrows at me. "I told you, reverse psychology... and rewards." I smirked at him as he started laughing.

He pushed himself up and reached out to take Sophie's hand. "C'mon sis, time to head home."

She was staring at the picture I'd given her, humming absently. "M'kay." Jamie looked back at me, eyebrows up again, but I just laughed and gave him a thumbs up. Jamie turned and lead his sister down the sidewalk towards their house.

Chuckling, I turned back to Jack who was leaning on his staff "Big sibling 101, it's less painful for all parties if you trick them into working with you."

"Yeah, but where's the fun in that?" I reached out and tugged at his staff, making him loose his balance and almost fall. "Hey! Alright, that's it, no more Mr. Nice guy!"

He started to chase me around the park. I called my wings and took off, him racing after me. "That was you being nice! I'd hate to see you pissed off then!" Mid-air he tackled me and we both went crashing to the ground. Twigs and branches whacked me in the face, but we'd fallen from a low altitude, so there wasn't any bad damage. I broke into a run. I had no idea where I was going, but I was gonna do my damnedest to make it that more difficult for Jack to find me on his home turf. Our play argument had essentially evolved into a game of tag. Might as well have as much fun as I could. We'd landed at the edge of the woods, so I ran deeper in, thinking the trees might give me a little cover. Besides, I do believe we've already established that the woods are my homeland.

From behind me I heard Jack crashing through the trees. Figures he'd try and give me an advantage. Screw it. I started really running. I've never been good for long distance running, but a sprint? Oh, I can do that. I took off. Jack must have seen me because he called out. "Story! Not that way!"

Well, if he _didn't_ want me going this way, then I was _definitely_ going this way. I shoved my way past a few bushes. I still had no idea where I was going. I noticed a clearing up ahead and poured on the speed. I was nearing the end of my abilities though, so I figured I'd get to the other side and then hide somewhere. However, that didn't happen because the minute the trees cleared, I was waist deep in water and before I knew it, I was under. I blinked in surprise. I swam until my head broke the water and looked around. It wasn't a clearing, it was a pond. On the other side from where I was, a parking lot stood empty and I could just barely see the town from my vantage point.

I floated in place as I enjoyed bobbing in the water. I'd always been a fish, even when I didn't know how to swim, I still loved the water. I even used to pretend I was Ariel from the Little Mermaid when I was little, flipping my hair around in the bathtub. Jack came crashing out of the trees, stopping abruptly at the edge of the pond. "Story, I said not to go this way."

I shrugged. "It's not that bad. I think I might have been a fish in another life..." I trailed off as I noticed the look on his face. He wasn't staring at me, but at the water. More specifically, a spot near the middle of the pond, right about where it was the deepest. _Oh my god..._ I looked back at Jack to see his expression hadn't changed, and that his gaze hadn't moved. I swam to the edge of the pond and climbed out, soaked. "Sorry. I didn't realize it was _this_ pond..." I turned to see where he was looking, imagining a layer of ice on top and being stuck underneath. I shivered, and not just from the cold air.

"It's... okay." He finally broke his gaze away from _the_ pond to look at me. "I don't like coming here until I've iced it over..." His gaze strayed back towards the water.

"Hey, do you mind if we head somewhere so that I can change clothes? The ones I'm wearing are kind of soaked."

"Oh, right. Yeah, sure, uh there's a gas station up the road a little." He showed me the way and I let myself into the women's bathroom there. I used the hand-dryer to dry my hair as much as possible before changing into the spare set of clothes I still had packed from before Halloween. Part of the reason I'd wanted somewhere to change was for the exact reason I'd said, but it was also to get Jack away from there. I felt like an idiot for leading him there. I knew how he died, how could I have been that stupid?

I glanced at myself in the mirror. "Idiot." I shook my head and tied my hair back in a ponytail. I grabbed up my wet clothes and walked out of the bathroom. Jack was waiting, leaning against the side of the building. "Hey, do you think you could sneak inside and grab me a plastic bag?"

He pushed himself from the wall. "Yeah. I'll be back."

"Sure, terminator." He shook his head at me as he walked past. After he went inside I sat down on the curb. Well, I'd seen Burgess. I'd seen what I wanted to see - or fell in it. I'd never been stupid enough to ask Jack about it, even though my curious side was dying to know what it was like. Maybe it was my morbid side? Death had never scared me, not even my own. To be honest, I'd always been fascinated by it. That's why scary things, were never scary to me. Most of them prey on the fear of death in one way or another. I was staring across the park towards the pond when I heard the front door open behind me. I turned to see Jack sneak out behind a trucker with a bag in hand. When he got to me he handed it over. "Thanks."

"No problem." I threw my wet clothes in and then tied the bag shut, stuffing it in my bag.

I snuck a glance at Jack. He looked at ease. I don't know if he'd managed to push the thoughts from his mind, if he was a really good actor, or what. "Hey."

He glanced over at me, a subconscious smile on his face. "Hm?"

"Nothing." I smiled. "So what're we gonna do now?" I swung my bag up onto my shoulder.

He shrugged. "I don't know, what do you wanna do?"

I mimicked his shrug. "I don't know. What do _you_ wanna do?"

It had been a month since my trip to Burgess. I'd spent the time sending notes back and fourth to Seraphina about my house. Before she'd start building I had to have all the wards in place and the necessary other things for an immortal's home. It was like getting building permits. We planned on building over the summer if all went well.

Christmas was around the corner and Jack had relayed to all of us that we'd been invited to spend the holiday with the other Guardians at the Pole. Of course it'd be the night of the 25th, so that North would have had time to rest after his busiest night of the year. Sel and I were planning on going. Korri was going to spend the holiday with her boyfriend, and Del didn't celebrate. However, I was going to spend the night previous with Tanya and Caeden, who'd invited the older girl to our family's Christmas.

I was at Legends, hanging out and talking to Scathach in between her orders. I was going over who I still needed to get gifts for. I still had my pieces for North and Bunny, so I was good for them, but I needed to get something for the other three Guardians as well as for all of my roommates - I didn't care if Del didn't celebrate, he got a gift anyway - and of course for Caeden and Tanya... and everyone else I'd befriended this year. I sighed. Things were getting tedious.

Scathach plopped down next to me in the chair she'd chosen for the night. "What're you doin'?" She glanced over my list.

"I'm trying to figure out gifts for Christmas."

"Well, who do you still need fer?" I relayed my list and she let out a low whistle. "Well, I can tell you this much, we don't need big ticket items. Actually, it's better if immortals get something minimal, if anything."

"I kind of figured that out." I stared at my list, making a note in it. "I just don't want to do the same thing over and over. You know?"

"Well, what're you thinkin' of?"

"Well, I have portraits for North and Bunny. For Sel and Del I was thinking of making them a nice dinner - you don't know how much those two love food." I stared at the list again. "And then I'm lost."

"So you still need Sandman, Toothania, Frost, the Korrigan, and your believers?"

"And the Muse. I don't know if I should get anything for Annie or not."

"Oh, no. She wouldn't want anythin'. She's good with her club, trust me."

"Alright, thanks." I crossed out Annie's name. "Then there's Seraphina... no she's more like a business partner." I scribbled out her name as well.

"Wait, Seraphina? As in Mother Nature?" I nodded. Her eyebrows rose and her mouth dropped open. "You've actually met her!"

"Sel's one of her good friends, so I got a little bit of an edge there. But, yeah."

She whistled. "Listen, as far as the Muse goes, I'd just have a good time with 'er. She's so territorial that no one ever get's close to her for long. And give the Korrigan a mirror."

I burst out laughing. "Oh, you don't know how appropriate that is!" I made a few more notes in my book. "Hmm... I could give Tooth the necklace I made..."

"What necklace?"

"Huh? Oh, I was talking out loud." I shook my head a little. "When she first gave me directions to the Tooth Palace, she gave me a coin to show to her fairies so they knew I was legit. I turned it into a necklace."

"That might work."

"Hmm, now that I'm thinking about it, I can give Musie and Tanya jewelry too... What the hell am I gonna get for Sandy!" The bartender who was Scathach's usual signal, waved at her, then.

"Sorry, I've gotta get back to work. Good luck with all that." I watched as she walked away, wracking my brain to figure out what to get for three boys with completely different personalities. Hell, while I was at it I might as well get something for Sophie and Jamie. The redhead walked past a few tables over and shot me a sympathetic glance. Scatty, too. She could get jewelry too. Maybe an armband?

I pulled over another blank piece of paper and started doodling ideas for jewelry as I thought of what to get the boys. _Well, Jack and I can have a race... maybe? _But what was I gonna get for Caeden? I was thinking about my little bro, and about how Jamie and Sophie played so often. Caeden and I didn't really do that. But we had fun, and we were siblings. I pulled out my iPod and started listening to music, thinking it'd give me an idea. A few songs later I got my inspiration. I jotted down my ideas and plans for his present and went back to work on figuring out for Sandy.

He was always on his Dreamsand cloud, so a _thing_ wouldn't work. And his whole home was made of the stuff, so... What do you give to the giver of dreams? _Wait a minute..._ _Dreams..._ That's it! I knew what I was gonna get almost everybody. I was still on the fence about Jack, but everybody else was covered. The next time Scathach walked by I caught her attention. "Scathach! Can you come here a sec?"

She walked over and leaned against the table. "What's up?"

"Okay, first of all, I've got to have a nickname for you. Your name's too long."

She laughed and hung her head for a minute, causing her hair to cover her face. She pushed herself up and brushed the offending curls out of her face. "Well, my name translates to 'shadowing'. A lot of people call me Shady."

"Shady... I like it." I grinned up at her.

"So what was it you wanted me fer?"

"Is there a computer here?" She stared at me with an expression that read 'are you joking?' I wasn't surprised by the response, I was by far the most tech savvy immortal out there. I don't think most of them knew what a computer was. "I need to find an old story of mine."

She turned and surveyed the club. "I think that we have one over by the jukebox, but I'm not sure." She shrugged. "That's the best I can do."

"Thanks." I started packing up as she walked away. After I'd gotten all my stuff, I walked over towards where she'd indicated, but it was pretty obvious that there was no computer. I made my way back to the front of the club and out onto the sidewalk. Back up plan, the library.

Almost two weeks later it was Christmas Eve. I'd flown in that morning to spend the day with Caeden. Everyone was home, even Nick had come home. That was a weird sight. I mean, he had a _beard_ now. He'd brought his girlfriend home to 'meet the family'. She was alright, but she didn't seem like any... fun. I guess living with Jack for so long has me biased, but boring people are... boring... there's really no other word for it.

My mom's personal tradition of the mad dash of wrapping all the presents while Chris and Caeden went and bought theirs hadn't changed. When he went to get his presents, I went to Tanya's and hung out there for a while. Her family's traditions were as vastly different from mine, as the Tooth Palace was from Niles. They had family dinner and everyone opened one present the night before. And they didn't put the star on until that night. As they were heading off to bed, she went into the kitchen first and brought out a platter of cookies and placed it near the fireplace. "What are you doing honey?" Her mom had noticed and watched the placement with a crease between her eyebrows.

"Setting cookies out for Santa."

"Oh, honey, you haven't done that for years! I mean... you do know that Santa... isn't real."

She shrugged. "He was based off a real person wasn't he?"

"Well... yes, but..."

"Mom, I just want to, okay? Even if they sit out all night and go stale by morning, it's a tradition I'm starting to miss."

"Well, alright then. Have a good night."

"Night, mom." She sat in the living room for a while after that talking to me, quietly so she didn't wake her parents. Eventually our conversation turned to my plans for the next day. "So, the Guardians' Christmas Party. I am so jealous of you."

I chuckled. "I would be too, except that I've met them all already... and I've been to the Pole, so it's not really anything new. Besides, Sel's gonna be there too, so..."

"Still, that's something to brag about. I bet most immortals can't say they've done it."

"Well, you got that one right." My mind drifted to every time I'd mentioned the people I'd met so far. It didn't matter if it was to mortals or _im_mortals. Everyone was impressed. "It helps to have connections. Speaking of, I met someone very important in the world of us immortals."

"Who?" She was genuinely interested, leaning forward in her chair even.

"Mother Nature."

Her jaw went slack as her hand flew to her mouth to stifle her squeal. When she pulled her hand away her eyes were saucers. "Are you serious?" I nodded. "Oh my god... Now I'm _really_ jealous." She whined the last line.

"Hey have you read '_Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel_'?"

"You're not gonna tell me he's still around are you?" She sounded way too excited for her own good.

"Sadly, no, but someone else, yes." I paused for effect. With each passing millisecond, she leaned farther and farther forward. "I met Scatty."

She fell to the floor. Looking up at me, she gaped. "_Scatty!_"

"Well, she told me to call her Shady, but yes."

"Holy sh..." She climbed back up into her seat, staring like she'd just been told that she was really a princess or something. "You know, I really hate you sometimes." My response was to stick my tongue out at her. "But you're too cool of a friend to stay mad at for long."

"Thanks. You know... Jack's the same way."

"Oh, speaking of, have you guys done anything interesting lately?"

I grinned slyly at her. "Speaking of, I've met another interesting pair of people. Do the names Jamie and Sophie ring a bell?"

"Oh, now I know you're messing with me."

"Nope. To be completely honest, Jamie's kind of cute now." I smiled at the memory of my first impression before I'd figured out who he was.

"No! Oh my god! Tell me everything, now!"

"Well, after leaving Berzee - that's the name of Seraphina's home - I went looking for Jack. Oh, that's another thing. I made friends with the wind... or winds. I'm still a little fuzzy about that."

"Wait, the wind?"

"Well, it - they were my escort to Berzee and when I left they told me that Jack was in Burgess. Then they gave me a push, so I got there in a fraction of the time. A very minute fraction at that."

"Okay, so; Burgess."

"Right, well, when I got there, Jack was having a snowball fight with a bunch of kids there, he introduced me so I could join in and Jamie and Sophie were in the group."

"Introduced you?" She was staring at the Christmas tree in thought. "You have more believers?"

I smiled. "Yeah." I used to think that I was fine with ambient belief only... but, having believers was amazing. I felt like I could do anything, and the fact that I could tell people about how amazing stories were, to people it would really matter to, was probably the best part about it. "Anyway, Jack and I ended up playing with them for a few hours. After everyone went home, Jack and I sort of ended up playing tag. Don't look at me like that." She'd thrown me the 'wtf' face. "Guardian of Fun and his roommate, remember? I was messing with him and he chased after me, so it turned into tag."

"Well, who won?"

I was about to answer when I hesitated. "Well, we ended up in the woods outside town and the chase ended when I fell into a pond."

"Oh, so he won. You don't have to be shy to admit you lost, you know." I breathed a silent sigh of relief. She hadn't realized what pond I was referring to.

"A girl's gotta have her dignity, you know?" The conversation then turned to less dangerous waters until the grandfather clock in their living room struck twelve. "Hey, you should get to sleep."

"Why? It's just midnight."

"Midnight on Christmas Eve."

"And?"

I stared pointedly at the cookie platter she'd set out. "You didn't set those out for shits and giggles. If you don't get to sleep he'll pass your house by. At least go to your room so he feels less inclined to leave you out of his rounds."

"Alright. Will I see you tomorrow?"

"Probably not. I've got some last minute wrapping to do, so I'll be doing that tomorrow. Plus, not all of my gifts are going to be in a nice neat room together, I've got a little traveling to do."

"Oh. Well, Merry Christmas, then."

"Merry Christmas." I said it to her back as she'd started up the stairs to her room. As soon as she was out of sight, I ran to my bag and pulled out her gift and hid it near the back of the tree. I really hoped that her parents weren't the Christmas morning elves. As I was standing up I heard a noise behind me and turned around expecting to see one of her parents getting a glass of water or something. Nope, it was North inspecting the cookie plate. "I was wondering if you'd actually stop by."

He turned to glance at me. "Oh, Story. What are you doing here?"

"Tanya's that girl I told you guys about. The one I cheated to get."

"Oh, _this_ is girl. Now it makes sense."

"What's that supposed to mean?" I crossed my arms.

He picked a cookie up before answering. "For many years she asked for art supplies and books. Not normal gifts." He held a finger up for emphasis as he bit into the cookie. "Hmm, is good." He grabbed the rest of them up, popping them into his mouth one by one as he reached into his bag, pulling out a rectangular package. "Book." He explained. After he set it under the tree, right near mine too, he turned back towards the fireplace.

"Hey, have you gone to my brother's house yet? His name's Caeden Garrett."

"No, is coming up, why?"

"I have a present for him too. Think you could give me a ride?" When the thought had first entered my mind, I'd just wanted a ride. After the words had left my mouth, I realized exactly what I'd asked. Now I _really_ wanted him to say yes.

He nodded. "Yes. There is room."

"Sweetness. I'll meet you up there, then." I went to the back door and flew up to the roof, as opposed to following North up the chimney. When I landed I saw Jack lounging in the sleigh. "Oh, I forgot you were riding along."

"What are you doing here?"

"Dude, this is, like, my hometown." I dropped my bag into the sleigh and hopped in after it, sitting down by Jack.

"I know that, I meant this house."

"Tanya lives here." He nodded as North erupted out of the chimney and bounded into the sleigh.

"Here we go!" He grabbed the reins and thwacked them.

Jack chuckled next to me. "You might wanna hold on." He sat forward a little as the sleigh took off at breakneck speed. Literally. If I hadn't been an immortal, I might have broken my neck.

"Holy -" I didn't have time to finish before we were touching down at another house. North grabbed his sack and leapt down the chimney. "Crap." I finished breathlessly. I looked at Jack who was wearing an amused smile. "And you've been doing this all night?"

"For a few hours now for us. He's got this spell that freezes time temporarily. When anywhere reaches midnight the spell starts working. Immortals are immune."

"Ah." I glanced around at the interior of the sleigh, taking it in. "Well, now I've got something else to brag to Tanya about."

Jack raised an eyebrow. "You brag? I never would have guessed." I punched him on the shoulder. I swear if both of us were guys, we'd be calling each other 'bro'. North came out again and we repeated the previous short but oh, so sweet ride to the next house. It didn't take me long to realize that he landed at one house each block and popped from chimney to chimney until he was done.

In no time we were landing on a roof I knew well. As North jumped down our chimney - no doubt coming out in the basement through the furnace knowing this house - I grabbed my bag and swung down to the window that had once lead to my room. After letting myself in, I went down the stairs to the living room where I sat in the nearest chair as I dug for Caeden's gift. North walked in as I was pulling it out of my bag. "What did you get him?"

"Something that only he'd get the significance of." I put it in the corner behind all of the other presents. I'd put a note inside the outer layer of paper telling him to open the rest of it in private. North set down his present next to mine again and we walked back together, parting at the stairs. I went back up to the roof, but not into the sleigh. "I'll see you guys tomorrow." I waved as I gathered my wings and took off. I had some presents of my own to deliver.

I'd dropped off most of my gifts that needed dropping off, but now I had Korri's to deliver. Now, I would have left it in her room for her, but her door was always locked, so I couldn't I couldn't have put it in there either way. No, so instead I had to fly to Norway and find a lake covered with water lilies. Korri and I did have one thing in common, neither of us had any clue as to her boyfriend's obsession with the flowers that he insisted were his garden. When I finally found the lake I'd been to only once before, I dropped down to the bank and waited for the welcoming committee.

It didn't take long. Soon a head poked itself up from the water and a violin started playing the most beautiful music I'd ever heard. I was lucky I was an immortal, because otherwise I'd be dead already. I hated to interrupt the music, but I _was_ here for a reason. "Hey, Ken, can you send Korri up for a minute?"

The music stopped abruptly and the head glared at me with glowing yellow eyes before disappearing back under the water. A few minutes later Korri drifted out, looking like she hadn't just spent the past week or so underwater. "What?" Her tone was a little rude, but that was normal for her.

"I'm bringing you your Christmas present." I held out the box to her. It was wrapped with red paper that was almost the shade of her eyes when she was pissed off. Namely a very bright red.

She snatched it out of my hand. "Give me that." She inspected it a minute before tearing the paper off. When she lifted the lid off the box and saw the earrings inside she paused. "What is this?" She looked at me like she expected me to say 'April fools' or something.

"It's your Christmas present, like I said." Ken poked his head out of the water again, soon followed by the upper half of his torso as he straddled the water.

"What's going on?" Ken wasn't much different from Korri, personality wise. They were both assholes to pretty much everyone, but, as I admit to being a bitch myself sometimes, I took it in stride.

"Cool your jets, I'm just giving Korri her Christmas Present." I turned back to her. "You don't have to like them, hell I don't expect you to wear them either. But Merry Christmas, I'll see you when I see you." I saluted Ken who was still more in the water than out and took off. When I was almost out of earshot, Korri called me back. I turned around, suspicious.

"Hey... Thanks. Uh, do you wanna come in for a while?" She gestured towards the lake that was Ken's home.

I raised an eyebrow skeptically. "You sure Ken's okay with that?"

She waved her hand dismissively. "Who cares what he thinks." Yep, assholes to everybody. Including each other. They did have their endearing moments though.

"Sure, I don't have anything to do for a few hours. Is there somewhere I can put my bag so it wont get soaked?"

"I'll take care of it." he voice came from the water where Ken had swam to the shallows and was now standing in waist deep water. "I assume you don't want to get wet either." He gestured to us to follow him in. As I stepped in what would have been water, it pushed away from me. I took another step and, sure enough, the water was repelled from me.

"Thanks."

"Don't mention it. Now move your ass, I don't want anyone seeing me being nice." _Well, he's back._ I followed the two water-related immortals under the water. Korri's hair looked amazing under the water, buoyed by the water and catching the light like it did. _Narcissistic bitch._ Ken looked more like water than anything else. Part of that was because he was transparent, but hey, when you're the Norwegian Boogeyman, you gotta look weird. Ken's real name was Noekken, and he _was_ known as the Norwegian Boogeyman, but he wasn't anything like Pitch. Not even close. Yeah, he was an ass, but he wasn't evil by any means. It wasn't his fault that when he played his violin people tended to drown in his lake...

When we reached the bottom of the lake the couple stopped and sat on furniture made of seaweed and shellfish... and a few bones here and there. It's a good thing I'm as morbid as I am or I would have ran screaming. Or swam. Ken's interior decorating skills were worthy of Hades. I sat in the chair that had the least amount of bones in it and surveyed the place. Around his 'house' was a thick wall of seaweed that had parted to let us in, and there were areas in the 'ceiling' where you could see all the way up to the water's surface. Everything was tinged a greenish color by the light reflecting off the seaweed... and because this was a lake, and it wasn't quite crystal clear water if you know what I mean.

I stared at Korri and Ken for a few minutes, not knowing what to say - which was a rarity with me. Ken was staring at me, the glow from his eyes making the water around his face look more green than anything else. Korri didn't have her sunglasses on and her eyes were faintly glowing, making the water around her face faintly purple. I felt too normal around these two. "Your house is pretty cool." The thin air bubble surrounding me amplified the sounds that would have otherwise been muffled by the water. That is to say, everything sounded normal to me.

"Thanks. What'd you think of my garden?" He glanced upwards to where his 'garden' grew.

"The flowers were beautiful." _And distinctive._ Korri rolled her eyes at his mention of his obsession. "However, your music was amazing."

He shrugged, less impressed with compliments of that skill than those about his flowers. A frog swam past and Ken's focus drifted to the little creature. Korri looked at me from where she sat, about four feet away. "Thank you, really." She looked down at the earrings again. "They're beautiful. You made them right?"

"Yeah. At first I was planning on getting you a mirror, but I figured that'd only add to your narcissism."

She snorted at my jokingly said insult, no small feat underwater. Without looking up from her present she spoke to Ken. "Ken, be a better host."

"_You're_ the one who invited her in."

"You could have refused."

"You would have dragged her in regardless of what my answer was. You'd have brought her in to spite me even if _she_ didn't want to come in."

"Yeah, yeah."

I ended up sitting there, while they bickered in between mildly pleasant comments for about an hour or so. "Hey, I'd better be going." I stood up.

"Oh, yeah, you have Christmas with the Guardians, don't you?" I nodded. "See ya." Neither of them moved to get up.

"So... I'll just see myself out, then..." I turned and swam for the wall of seaweed that opened as I neared it. As soon as I was out it snapped back in place. "Well, then." I swam for the surface and called my wings taking off from the water. My feet weren't even out before Ken stopped repelling the water. _Assbutt._ I flew towards the pole with cold and wet feet.


	13. A Christmas to Remember

Because I now knew how to get there, finding the Pole wasn't nearly as difficult. Sel had never been, so I had to wait for her to make her way up to the northern hemisphere so I could show her the way. When her distinctive silhouette appeared on the horizon I took off from the grove I'd been waiting in. When I got up to altitude Sel and I fell in stride next to each other. "So, how do we get there?"

"We fly north of course." After a moment she laughed. I'm sure she'd been caught between berating me or laughing and the latter had won out. "No, it's not that hard to find once you know what to look for." We flew north for a half hour or so before the workshop came into sight. When it did my eyes immediately locked on the crevasse. "Be right back."

Sel didn't have time to respond before I dove towards the crack in the ice. As I dropped I dismissed my wings and then gravity really took a hold. I slipped between the edges of the crack and enjoyed the feeling of falling face first towards the ground. As I fell down I'd heard more than a few startled gasps from the Yetis. It only made me chuckle. Before I'd have hit bottom I called my wings back and with one down stroke I was climbing back up. When I came up underneath the ice bridge I looped around it before coming to rest on the side of the crevasse that the main building occupied. _No chance of flying being commonplace now._

My landing was met with gapes and general open mouths. Sel gracefully came in to land next to me, shaking her head as she did. "You are no better than Jack. Always needing to make an entrance, the both of you." She glanced up at the workshop. "Is that it?"

I nodded in confirmation. "Yep. That's the building every kid in the world has dreamed of seeing at least once. And we're having dinner there."

Sel chuckled as she started gliding up towards the building, the yetis parting to let her through. As I followed behind her I glanced at one of the fur balls. "You look like you're not used to daredevils." He - or she, I wasn't quite sure - garbled something in their language that I could neither understand nor pronounce. "Jack's been hanging around all winter. You shouldn't be that surprised." I patted he - she - it on the arm and continued following my roommate into the workshop's main building. When we got to the massive doors one of the yetis was nice enough to open them for us, unlike last time.

Jack had told us that we were all eating by the grand fireplace, where a table had been set up for us. I led Sel through the corridors of the huge building until we reached the center of the thing, namely, the globe. Sel gaped at it as much as me. It didn't matter that I'd seen it once before, it was still huge and still impressive. A voice broke us out of our trances. "There you guys are! Come on up!" It was Jack calling from the balcony that the fireplace occupied. Sel and I flew up, me a split second later as I had to call my wings. When we landed I saw that Tooth was already there.

"Story!" She leapt into a hug, which I gladly gave.

"Hey, girl! How are my little buddies doing?"

"Oh, the girls are doing fine. I keep finding them clustered around your drawing though. I can't keep them away!"

At that second the mini fairies that followed her around had noticed me and all but tackled me. "Hi, guys!" They buzzed around my face, chattering away. Tooth had taught me a few of their words before I'd left... a few meaning like three. But I could _mostly_ make out what they were saying. "Alright, fine. I'll make a few for you guys." I giggled at them as glanced around at the others. They'd moved into their seats around the table, sitting comfortably. One mini fairy was perched on Jack's shoulder like a parrot. _That one must be Baby Tooth._

Just then the ceiling opened and a cloud of Dreamsand descended. I looked at Jack. "How much you wanna bet that Bunny's gonna be the last one here?"

"Nothing because you're probably right." We both fell into a mild fit of giggles as Sandy came to land on the balcony, taking the seat between Jack and I as he did. "Hey, Sandy."

Sandy waved at everyone at the table as we said out hellos. A string of symbols appeared over his head. "I had a great Christmas so far, thanks for asking." I replied first, having been the subject in question. "Hey, so when does this thing start?" I asked the question to everyone at the table, not caring who answered.

At that moment a snow covered Bunny entered the room shivering. "Whenever North gets here." He immediately sat himself in front of the fireplace to thaw. I'd noticed that the seat nearest the fire had been left open, no doubt for him. North was the only person we were waiting for. "I'm really starting to get tired of North's wards. He keeps tellin' me that he'll adjust them so my tunnels can open up here, but every time, this happens."

"Starting? You've complained about that every time you come here." Jack was laughing at Bunny's aversion to cold and tendency to complain about it.

"Yeah, well next year the meeting's at the Warren, no matter what anyone says."

"Maybe next year we can have it at the Tooth Palace?" Tooth was trying to stop the bickering between the two. It wasn't hard bickering, just jokingly. I mean, Bunny and Jack were more or less friends now, but I still held a minor grudge against the Pooka.

"The more warmth the better as far as I'm concerned." Bunny seemed inclined to sit in front of the heat until the big man came to the table. I didn't blame him there. I used to spend hours sitting in front of the heating duct when I was mortal. That was one of the reasons I needed to move out. To quote Mr. Cold-intolerant over there, I was 'tired of cold'.

While we waited I took the time to check out my surroundings more, as I'd not been to this particular area on my last visit. Over to the side of the fireplace was a Christmas tree easily taller than my grandma's house. On it were the more traditional decorations. Strands of cranberries and popcorn crisscrossed in a carefully haphazard fashion. There were candles instead of twinkling lights, something no one did anymore because it was a 'fire hazard'. Among the garlands and candles hung round ornaments that I had no doubt were made of glass. Underneath it were a small number of beautifully wrapped presents, all more or less the same size and shape.

I turned to watch the globe for a little while, the lights twinkling as it turned. When the side showcasing the Americas faced me, I couldn't help myself. My gaze was drawn to the Michigan/Indiana state line. Was it my imagination, or were the lights there brighter? I was probably just focusing on them so they looked that way. My gaze moved to the general area that Burgess was located in. Okay, the lights were _definitely_ brighter there. Which made total sense, I mean Jamie lived there. Of course they'd be brighter.

Footsteps sounded behind me and I turned to see North walking in looking well-rested. I'd say that as soon as he got back he'd gone to sleep. He spread his arms wide upon seeing all of us already there. "Merry Christmas!" I couldn't stop myself, my mind instantly supplied the phrase 'to all and to all a good night.' I mean, this was Santa, wishing us a merry Christmas... Don't lie, you'd do it to.

We all responded with our own 'Merry Christmas'es and North took the seat at the head of the table. Bunny got up from in front of the fire and took his seat across from Jack. North clapped his hands and a few of the Yetis brought out food, setting the platters of the table elaborately. When they took the covers of I gaped. This looked beyond delicious. I glanced at Sel and saw her almost drooling. That was enough to get me to shut my mouth. I tried to think of the last time Sel had had a meal this... home made. I couldn't.

We dug in. Now, it was Christmas, and we were eating with the Big Man himself... But we weren't the most refined eaters. Sel was probably the neatest of all of us. And Tooth. She was neat too. The rest of us sort of stuffed our faces. I'd have thought that North would have been Mr. Table Manners, but I got my first look at what he was like when he was a bandit. I guess being raised by Cossacks doesn't teach you that elbows aren't supposed to be on the table... or what utensils are for. Don't get me wrong, I was pigging out to. _I_ never claimed table manners.

After dinner the yetis cleared the table and we moved to assorted armchairs near the fireplace. Bunny went to the one closest to it and Jack sat on the window sill. North went to the biggest chair in the place, conveniently next to the tree. I had a feeling it had been his for a _long_ time, if the indent was any indication. However, he didn't sit. Sel curled up her tail and rested on it like a snake. I really envied her sometimes, like now, when she didn't need a chair. I'm lazy, okay? Tooth and Sandy found their places that I'm sure were their normal spots. I spied a chair near Jack and took it. At least I was near someone I _knew_ I could talk to.

Once we were seated comfortably North rubbed his hands together eagerly. "Who is ready for presents?" I giggled a little along with Jack. North bent down and picked up the first gift. Without checking the tag he took a few steps towards Sandy and deposited the gift... which had golden wrapping paper. I glanced at the other gifts and, sure enough, they were wrapped in colors that pretty well matched their recipients.

As North grabbed the next gift - this one in pastels - I leaned towards Jack. "So what do we do with our gifts?"

"Brought or got?"

"Brought."

"After North passes out his, we take turns passing out ours. After everyone's done we open them. There're some exceptions - if it's a group gift."

I nodded. North came towards us with a gift wrapped in shimmering blue paper that has a faint snowflake pattern on it. Figures. Jack accepted it and North went back to the tree. I glanced around the group. Sel had gotten hers already - bright pink paper. I wondered how North knew her favorite color. Mine and Tooth's were the only ones left. He picked up one that had nearly every color on Tooth - without being gaudy. Which meant mine was last. I glanced at the lone gift under the tree. It was a cream color with what looked like black stripes on it. Why did I get stripes?

When North brought my gift over to me I realized they weren't stripes. The paper looked like the pages of an old book, complete with writing. I smiled a little as I started reading them. _'Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse...'_ Why wasn't I surprised?

I looked up to see that North had sat down in his chair. Bunny was walking around the circle handing out egg shaped... well I guess they wouldn't be called boxes... Anyway he gave one to every one. When he was done Tooth got up and handed everyone a small ornate box. Then Sandy went, handing out pouches with drawstrings. Obviously the gift giving went by seniority. Jack got up from next to me and flew up to the back of the tree, near the top. When he came down he held six boxes that looked made of ice. _Show off._ He deposited one to each person in the group, inspecting the lid before handing them out. When I got mine I saw that etched into the surface was each person's name.

When Jack sat down I caught Sel's gaze. By silent communication we decided I'd hand out mine first. Well, I _had_ spent more time with some of them. I pulled the gifts out of my bag and set them on my chair. I was gonna go farthest away first, and closest last. I grabbed Tooth's and walked it over to her. When she took it she smiled and said thanks, like you're supposed to. The following gifts went the same way with little exception - except Sandy used symbols of course. When I sat back down I glanced at Sel.

She uncurled herself and moved to the center of our circle. "I have chosen to sing for all of you as my gift." She cleared her throat before beginning. Now, Sel had a beautiful voice, but she almost never sang. Unlike me who sang whenever a song popped into my head. I'd only heard her sing twice before, so I was as eager as everyone.

_ "Come, they told me,_

_Pa rum pa pum pum_

_ A newborn king to see,_

_Pa rum pa pum pum_

_ Our finest gifts we bring,_

_Pa rum pa pum pum,_

_To lay before the king,_

_Pa rum pa pum pum,_

_Rum pa pum pum_

_Rum pa pum pum."_

As she sang one of my favorite Christmas songs ever, I swear, everyone in the room was feeling the same thing as me. In-story bliss. Everyone else was just hearing a Lillend sing, but I was getting what I was made for. I noticed that a few yetis and elves had stopped near the edges of the room to listen. The elves were dancing with each other while one or two of the yetis were crying happily. I smiled a little, trying to keep from laughing. The yetis, though big and tough looking, were really huge, fluffy saps.

When Sel had finished singing she once again coiled her tail and sat next to her pile of gifts. Everyone sat smiling happily for a minute or two after she'd stopped. Oddly, it was Sandy who broke the silence by clapping, which turned into a round of applause - added to by the elves and yetis. Sel just smiled and accepted the applause graciously. "I am glad you all liked my gift."

Tooth turned to her. "You have a beautiful voice!"

Sel smiled in return. "I do not necessarily need all of the credit. All Lillends sing well."

"Girl, you are too modest." I said from my seat.

"This coming from my roommate who is far to immodest." It was meant as a joke, as most insults were between those of us who lived at Jack's place. So I laughed, along with most of the room.

North smiled around the circle at us. "Is time to open presents!" The Guardians each picked up their gift from North. Sel and I followed their lead as they went around the circle, each tearing into the gift. The opening went counter clockwise around the circle, starting at North's right, where Sel was. As she opened her gift I noticed a small book. Sel squealed happily and had to physically stop herself from reading right then and there. North chuckled at her response. "I take it you like gift?"

"Most definitely. You could not have chosen something better for a Lillend." She placed the book under one of her coils so she wouldn't be as tempted.

Tooth tore into her gift and smiled at North. She held up her gift to show around. "Thank you, North." It was a compass with little jewels set into the points of direction.

"It will always point you to nearest tooth. I do not think you need it, but thought was nice gesture." He shrugged off her thanks like it was nothing.

"It's lovely."

Sandy opened his next and then so did Bunny. Jack opened his next to me and burst out laughing. "Same as last year, huh?" He up-ended the box and out rolled a tiny lump of coal. Upon seeing it, I started laughing too.

"Get yourself on Nice List and I will give you real gift." North was laughing, however, as he said it. I assumed this was a running joke as no one seemed put off by it.

"No promises."

Then it was my turn. I started ripping the paper off my gift. To be honest, I half expected a lump of coal myself. Before I opened it I glanced at North, who was watching eagerly. "When was the last time I was on the nice list?"

He frowned for a moment before stopping to think. "Two years old, I think. Why?"

I laughed to myself. "And that explains why you never came to my house. Alright then." I opened my box to find a sketch book. It was small, maybe eight by five. When I pulled it out and riffled through it I was pleasantly surprised to find that it was really good quality paper. And each page was slightly different. _For different medias_. I looked back at North. "What did I do to deserve this? I thought I was two the last time I was deemed nice?"

He shrugged. "Eh, most immortals do not count where lists are concerned. Jack, of course, is exception." He smiled at the boy next to me.

"Well, thank you. I love it."

"I am glad." He nodded before reaching down into his own stack of gifts to pull out Bunny's egg-thing. When he opened it he found a chocolate egg inside. He smiled happily and popped it into his mouth.

As Sel began to open hers Jack leaned over to explain. "Bunny gives everyone a personalized chocolate egg based on what they'd like the most. Tooth gets a tiny one with only a small percentage of it actually chocolate. I've gotten mint the past few years."

"Good to know." When the presents got to me again I opened my egg and almost started drooling. "How did you know white chocolate's my favorite!" I didn't wait for a response as the egg went instantly into my mouth. I had to restrain myself from moaning in delight. I'm a white chocolate nut, okay. Don't judge me.

"I did a little research." He winked at Jack who grinned back. Well, it was good to know they got along enough to conspire about Christmas presents.

Tooth's presents were spools of floss. I really should have seen that one coming. Sandy's were all bags of Dreamsand specifically made for immortals. We don't get Dreamsand from him in the normal way, it doesn't work the same on us. So these were guaranteed to work dreams and all. Jack's gifts were mini ice sculptures of their recipients. "They should last until next year, give or take."

Bunny was glaring at Jack. I looked at his and realized it was how he'd looked when he'd shrunk down to a normal rabbit. "Aw... You were so cute and fluffy!" I couldn't help myself. It's times like these that my inner girly-girl comes out.

"Thanks." Bunny's tone was laced with sarcasm as he put his sculpture back in it's box. Jack nearly fell off the sill in his laughter.

And then it was time for my gifts. North's I had rolled up and tied with a ribbon. When he unrolled it his eyes lit up. He turned it around to show everyone. He then turned to me. "Is beautiful!"

"I made one for everyone. Tooth and Sandy got theirs already. Jack and Sel got theirs back home."

"What about me!" Bunny looked at me indignantly.

"Well, if you'll wait your turn..." He sat back in his chair, placated.

Sel opened her box to find the bracelet I'd made for her... well it wasn't exactly a bracelet as it was for her tail. She smiled at me as she slid it onto her tail. "I take it that you made this?"

"Well I didn't buy it at the mall if that's what you're asking."

Tooth opened her gift next. Her mouth was as wide as her eyes as she pulled out the necklace I'd made. "Oh, Story... I love it."

"I thought you would." Then it was Sandy's turn. I watched eagerly as he took tare to open the box that contained his gift. Once he'd opened it he looked at it in confusion. He looked at me, a question mark appearing over his head. "Back when I was mortal, I used to get some really weird dreams. A few of them ended up becoming stories of mine. That's one of them. I figured what better gift to give to the Sandman than something that one of his dreams inspired." Sandy smiled at me as he carefully put the lid back on the box, flashing a string of symbols telling me that he'd read it later.

Bunny tore his wrapping paper off. I'd taken his and put a piece of cardboard on each side so it would lay flat. When he slid it out from between the two pieces he smiled approvingly. "Well, I'll say this. It's a lot better than the one I got from Jack." He turned it to show the others.

Jack opened his and pulled out a small piece of paper. Reading out loud, he said, "I owe you one awesome Christmas gift?" He looked at me.

I shrugged. "I figure you can cash that in whenever you wanna have a good time. I mean, I _am_ the fun one here." I laughed a little at the end of my joke. I'll say this. Christmas with the guardians really was fun. It felt like family.

Before long, Bunny ran back to the warren, complaining about the cold as he did. Sel left pretty quickly too, said she wanted to get back home to make sure Del hadn't made any messes. Tooth had put on her necklace before leaving. She said she was gonna drop her gifts off at the Palace before going out 'in the field'. A few elves dragged Jack away a little after that. Apparently they'd taken a liking to him while he'd been there. Then it was just Sandy, North and myself.

North hauled himself up from his chair. "I will take gifts to my office." He waved mine around a little. "And hang this in place of honor."

"Aw, North you don't have to do that."

"I want to." He waved at Sandy as he left, going down the hall.

Sandy had begun to read my story once the guests had started leaving. He was still at it as I went and sat near him. "What do you think?" I'd always loved feedback on my stories. They're my babies, but I still like to know that others enjoy them too, you know? I was hoping that Sandy liked it, especially since he'd given me the idea.

He looked up from his place and smiled at me, symbols appearing. 'I like it. This was really based off a dream you had?'

I nodded. "Yep. About..." I paused to count. "... Five of my stories have started from dreams. This was the third, I think." He went back to reading it. I watched over his shoulder for a minute. "Thanks. For the dreams." He looked up questioningly. "I know it's your job and all, but... Especially the ones that became stories, they meant a lot to me." I pointed at the story he held. "That's why I gave it to you. As a thank you."

He didn't say anything for a minute... well, you know what I mean. But when he flashed the next string of symbols, a smile lit my face. 'It means a lot to _me_ to know that your dreams were put to good use. Thank you for my gift, Story.' I giggled a little when I saw that the symbol he used for me was a book. It made perfect sense.

The next few months passed normally. Well, as normal as life can be for immortals. I hung out with Mosy a lot. A few years with her and I'd be an expert with my musing. I noticed differences between the two of us, though. As far as our style of musing went. I usually tried to go for artists and musicians, where as she went for authors. It worked fine for me, I mean, I was set with my own stories. However, she always got first dibs on street performers whenever we were out and about.

I spent a lot of time at Legends too. Shady always saved me a seat near the bar. Even if I wasn't drinking it was a good seat. I met a lot of interesting people there. I met elementals - watch out for the fire ones, by the way - the Leshy, Bloody Mary - ironically, she never touched the drink named after her - a few Rokurokubi, Anubis and Bastet, these twins who ended up being _the_ Gemini twins, and hordes of other legends I didn't even need to be introduced to. There were a few who were less noticeable, and then those who had more obscure myths who I _did_ need to be introduced to, but the vast majority gave my inner fangirl a run for her money.

I made friends with most of the bartenders - one was Goliath. Yes, _the_ Goliath. He really wasn't that big. He was probably smaller than Shaq, but he was still plenty bigger than me. He was surprisingly nice too. Turns out he used to have horrible anger management issues, hence the David incident. He'd since figured out ways to deal with his anger though. No one wanted to make him mad regardless, and I sure as hell didn't blame them. One of the waitresses I instantly took to. Her name was Dollie and she was the little girl from the Isla de las Munecas myth, only she was about 80 years old so she wasn't so little. Don't get me wrong she looked 9, but she didn't act like it... sometimes, anyway. She spoke mostly in Spanish but she understood English perfectly.

And Legends wasn't too shabby on their selection of sustenance either. As far as drinks went, they had everything from Pepsi and Coke, to Johnny and Jack. From fruit juice to fae drinks. Food, they had from every country and culture, depending on the night. It was loud and colorful and downright claustrophobic on some nights. I loved it. And Annie was an awesome host. She was nice to everyone the moment they walked in her doors. She went to great lengths to accommodate everyone she could. There were space issues though, huge creatures couldn't fit. Del definitely wouldn't. All in all, Legends was definitely my first choice for a place to hang out.

By the time May was coming to an end, Seraphina was ready to build my house, I just had to give the word. And I was hesitating. I wanted my own place, yeah, but... I was so used to always having someone there. Even if I was sitting alone in a room, there was someone else in the house. I wasn't alone even if I wanted to be. Truth be told, I didn't want to become one of those loner immortals who shunned interaction and kept others away. I may be a hermit by nature but I'm a social hermit. Yeah Sel and Del would visit - well, once Del knew about it anyway. Yeah, I could always go out. Legends was always an option if I wanted social interaction, but... I couldn't help hesitating.

Every person has this moment. The moving out and moving on moment. Hell, I was immortal for Pete's sake! I shouldn't be this hung up on moving out. I wanted my house, _sooo_ badly. I'd planned it down to the last detail. I'd gotten all the wards set up - they still needed to be activated of course, but they were in place. I had the location picked out, I even knew the exact elevation it was going to be at! I wanted to have my own place... I just didn't want to be on my own in it.

To be completely honest, one of the reasons I wanted my place to be in the redwoods was because it was _way_ closer to the equator than the South Pole. I had to side with Bunny on one thing, I was tired of cold. I always did choose sun over snow if I had the choice. I think the only reason I dealt with Antarctica for so long is because my best friend lived there and had offered me a place. And then I'd made more friends there... But in the past year I'd made friends on my own, in places that _weren't_ sub-zero year round. I was ready to move on... but I didn't want to let go.

Mid-June I'd decided that I'd put it off long enough. I was sitting with Sel in the library, both of us reading - big shocker, I know. I couldn't focus on my book though, no matter how hard I tried. It was like writer's block but for reading. It was reader's block. Finally I got up and put the book back. When I fwomped into my chair, Sel carefully placed her bookmark and gave me a look. "What is it, Story?" I sighed, not able to come up with a coherent answer. What was wrong with me? "In all of the time I have known you, you have never not been able to loose yourself in a book. What is the matter?"

"I'm gonna give Seraphina the go-ahead to build my place." I bit the inside of my lip and couldn't stop tapping my foot on the floor. I was jittery and antsy and I felt like I was being pulled in two different directions. Like I was being pulled between here and the redwoods.

"That is great. Everything is sorted out then?" Sel was genuinely happy for me. I wish I had the same confidence about all of this that she did.

"Yeah, everything's ready. I'm gonna be there when she's building. I have to make sure it's on a day she doesn't have to wrangle any storms, but we're good to go." My foot was still tapping.

Sel noticed. "Than why do you not seem as excited as you should be?"

I sighed, yet again. "I don't know. Maybe I'm worried about how Jack and Del are gonna take it? I know I don't have to worry about Korri, hell knowing her she'll have a party." Sel giggled a little. "It feels weird though. I've never lived alone, not once in 27 years. And I know that's not a long time, especially for us, but I feel like I need to fly the nest, so to speak. I feel like the last bird to leave, the one that's standing on the edge, wanting to fly off, but scared she'll fall on her own. But I'm not scared, just... Oh I don't know what I am!" I brought my hands to my face in frustration, leaning back in the chair as I did.

"Knowing you as I do... I think that the best course of action would be to jump. You can worry about falling if it happens."

I peeked between my fingers at her. "Thanks, Yoda." I sat forward, resting my arms on my knees. "You're probably right." I looked around the room. "I guess I should tell Jack and Del now huh?"

"I would wait until the building is done, that way you can not talk yourself out of it." She raised her eyebrows in a way that said 'because you know you would'.

"Yeah, yeah. Yoda knows all. I get it." I looked around once more before lifting myself from my seat. "Time to go and give the order, then. I'll be back when it's done."

"I will be waiting eagerly." I chuckled at her as I left the library and headed towards my room.

When I entered, I stopped just inside the doorway. My room wasn't gonna be my room anymore. I looked long and hard at the walls, at every inch of ice covered by art and photos. I glanced at my globe in the corner, still pulsing away, even with the few little specs of light. I looked at my trunk by the foot of my bed, the one that held my art supplies. Sel had given me that when I'd first moved in. I guess I'd have to give it back now.

I walked over to my bed and reached under, pulling out the suitcase and bags I'd used so long ago to bring all my stuff here. I stared at them for a little while, remembering when I'd last packed them. After a while I shoved them back under my bed. Now was not the time to pack, I could do that after my house was built. I went over to my closet and pulled out a change of clothes. After I'd changed I re-hung the one's I'd been wearing and grabbed the bag I usually took with me. In it I usually had a sketchbook of some sort, a handful of different art medias, my iPod, a spare set of clothes and about fifty bucks. A few times I'd packed other things, but that was the bare minimum I carted around with me these days. Even as an immortal, I was a pack mule. Most of us carried nothing but the clothes on our backs and any instrument that we may use to channel our powers. Most people were shocked by my bag.

As I left my room, I couldn't help glancing back. This might very well be the last time it looked like this. The next time I was here it would probably be to clean it out. Thinking about it like that wasn't as hard as I'd thought it would be. It wasn't the place I was trying to take with me, but the people. As stupid as it felt to think this way, I couldn't help but worry how everyone would get along without me there. As if I had made _such _an impact while I was there. Del had been living here for over a hundred years, and Sel had been there forever. My seven years were a blip. Maybe that was why I felt so weird about leaving. This had been my who life so far - as an immortal. But it had only been an instant for everyone else. _Oh, well_.

As I left Jack's place, fighting my way through the blizzard he had over the general area, I felt a little bad. I wasn't going to miss the weather in the slightest, even if I was gonna miss the guy responsible for it. This place had been my home. The first place that had ever really felt like somewhere I could belong... until recently that is. I know I was made to roam, and that was probably part of the reason I was wanting to leave and have my own place. But I still felt bad about what felt like me turning my back on my first real home. Well, to quote 'Meet the Robinsons', I've gotta keep moving forward.


	14. Childish Behavior

"I swear, this is the most math I've ever done." I had my head resting in my hand as I looked over my floor plan. I was sitting in a tree a few hundred feet above the ground, cross-legged with the papers in my lap.

"How do you think I feel? I have to grow the trees into the shape _you_ thought up, using _your_ diagram as a guide." Seraphina was standing effortlessly a few branches away, having had the winds take her up there. I really envied the graceful immortals. They made everything look easy and effortless, whereas I've been half way to clumsy my whole life. Immortality didn't change that one bit.

"You're the one who agreed to do it." I glanced at my drawing of the place. Even with all the math I'd done, most of it was an approximation. I wanted my ceilings to be around 10 ft. tall and for there to be three or four floors. That much I knew for sure. "So how are we gonna do this?"

"We?" Seraphina lifted an eyebrow at me.

"You know what I mean. Floor by floor, all at once, what?"

"Gradually. I have to be careful how I rearrange the trees. I could end up harming them if I do it wrong." She considered the tree that was going to be the main part of my home. "For that reason alone I am glad you asked me to do this. Not all immortals able to re-shape trees in this manner would be so considerate about it."

"You really do care more for plants than you do people, don't you."

She turned to me, eyebrow up again. "With my past, would you?"

"Probably" I watched as she stepped forward, completely confident that the trees would support her. They did. As she got to where the branch would have broken, more moved to steady her and she kept walking towards what would soon be my house. When she was standing where a few minutes ago had been open air, but was now crisscrossed with branches supporting her weight, she gracefully raised her arms, palms towards the tree, while a look of concentration took over her features.

I watched as the tree started to bubble outward, slowly. It looked like a kid blowing a bubble with gum. Part of me couldn't help but wait for the pop. While she moved the tree around, I stood up and gingerly walked towards her, careful to step on the thicker branches only. As I got close to her, some branches made a little platform to her left. _Aw, for me? You shouldn't have._ I stepped onto the platform and the other, unnecessary branches went back to their original position. I wondered if they did that on their own or if she'd done it. I shrugged and turned my attention back to my home.

The bubble had now gotten to be bigger than a four-door car and was stating to spread around the trunk of the tree. It was weird to watch, the tree growing that rapidly. After the bubble - I don't even think that's what it technically was - had made it's way around the tree it started expanding more. It was surging upwards and outwards at the same time. It wasn't necessarily fast, but it was pretty quick compared to a tree's normal growth rate. Compared to how long a normal house took, too. A few times I held the floor plan up so she could check it, but overall I was just a spectator.

A few hours later the tree had settled into the right shape and Seraphina and I walked over and climbed in through one of the windows. Well, _I_ climbed, _she_ widened the opening so she could walk in. As I took my first steps around my home I had a small smile on my face. The first floor was basically three rooms; a kitchen, a bathroom and the living room. The living room took up about 1/2 of the space and he kitchen took about a third. There was a little doorway connecting each room and an _actual_ door for the bathroom - because who want's the world to see them doing their business? In the center of everything was the tree itself. Despite the drastic shape change, the trunk itself had stayed the same thickness. That's because the center of the tree - the rings and such - were what Seraphina had used to re-shape the tree into my house. This allowed for access from the ground for those immortals who couldn't fly. Oh yeah, the center of the tree was now a spiral staircase. Awesome, right? All of the empty space had been moved to what I was standing on. I'm not gonna claim that I understood how she did it - nature's not my thing - but I will claim the genius behind the idea.

We walked to the opening that lead to the stairs and went up one floor to my library. The entire floor was library and library alone, with the bookshelves built in - or grown in - and everything. There were windows to let in natural light, like the whole house had, but aside from that, every inch was made for holding my books - literally. Up on the top floor was my bedroom. It was way smaller than the two previous floors, maybe a little smaller than the living room downstairs. Curving around behind the staircase was an alcove that would be my closet and the rest was bare. Well, everywhere was, but that's besides the point.

I turned to Seraphina. "It's amazing. Thank you so much, again, for doing this." I walked over to the nearest window and looked out at the vast expanse of treetops. I'd chosen one of the tallest trees to make my home in, so that I'd have an extra layer of natural camouflage, what with all of the lower branches hiding the place from view.

"There is actually another fifty feet of space left near the ground that I could rearrange. The staircase doesn't extend to the ground at this point." She'd come to stand next to me at the window, and was smiling at the blatant sign that, here at least, nature hadn't been snuffed out by the mortals.

"I don't know what else to add to this part."

"I could add a porch around the first floor. A sort of landing zone for those gifted with flight."

"That's actually a really good idea!" She shot me a look. "Oh, no. I'm just surprised I didn't think of it. Maybe we could have a rooftop porch too? That wouldn't take much right?"

"I could do that. And I could form some furniture as well."

"Now_ that_ would be really helpful. Tell you the truth, I wanted to ask you about that, but I didn't want to be asking for too much." She smiled regally, not looking at me. Ever since she'd come to the window she hadn't been able to tear her eyes away from the view. Aside from the look she shot me, that is. She wasn't the type for small talk. Good thing I could talk enough for both of us then, huh? "So... Finish this one first, or start on the others?"

"I believe I can finish on my own. To be frank you're in the way." Alright, so, part of me wanted to be insulted. The rest of me locked the aforementioned part in a closet and told it to shut up. I wasn't about to get into it with Mother Freaking Nature. I'd rather not be the reason that Armageddon came to be, thank you very much. "As well, if you aren't around the finished product can be a surprise."

I was suddenly happy that I hadn't been insulted. Seraphina might be a cold-hearted bitch from time to time, but she really was a good person under the thousands of years of betrayal and heartache. I still wouldn't want to piss her off, though. "Can't argue with that logic. Oh, and remember, I need a place for Del when he visits."

"You don't need to remind me about that. Every time Selie drops by she begins with a complaint about him." She smiled at me in a way that could almost be considered friendly. "I should be done by tonight or tomorrow, depending on how much I decide to add."

"Well, thank you. Again."

"You are welcome. Now leave, so I can get to work." She gracefully shooed me out the window.

Standing on a nearby branch, I looked back in to see her walking out of the doorway she'd made for herself. Sometimes, it was really hard to keep from disliking people, you know? She couldn't have made the door for me too? I shook my head a little as I called my wings, launching into the air.

Half a day later, I was back at the South Pole. After leaving the building site, I'd activated the first few wards on my way, the ones that would hide the sight from anyone. I'd get the others later. Anyway, as I dropped through the entryway and landed on the floor, the same nostalgia I'd felt when leaving my room a few days prior washed over me. _Last time I'm here as a resident._ I heard Sel's and Jack's voices wafting from the kitchen, and if Del's snores were any indication, he was there too. _Might as well let the cat out of the bag._ I headed towards where I knew everyone was congregating, equally dreading and anticipating their reactions.

When I got there, I stopped in the doorway, watching them. _Dude, stop it. You're being creepy! ..._ _Don't be creepy, don't be creepy..._ I giggled a little at my silent reference to Warm Bodies. I walked into the middle of the conversation, Sel seeing me first. "Story! You are back just in time!"

"For what?" I sat about halfway between her and Jack. Del was sleeping near the other end of the room, which meant the room vibrated every time he snored. Yeah, I wasn't gonna miss that either. As much as I love Del, snores that can shake a mountain are not conducive to a good night's sleep.

Jack was still smiling from whatever they'd been talking about before I'd walked in. "I'm about to head off to the annual meeting."

"So, did Bunny win?"

"Yeah, it's at the Warren. Wanna come?"

The nonchalant way he'd said it made it sound like he was offering me a cookie. Want a cookie? Want to go to the Warren? Same. "I'm invited?"

He shrugged. "Everyone liked having you at Christmas. So what if you're not officially invited by everyone? Rules were meant to be broken."

I snorted at him. "Sure. Eternal spring would be a nice change of pace." _And a good warm up for me telling you I'm moving out_. No pun intended. "When do we leave?"

"Half an hour. I can be the last if I want. Bunny always makes us wait, I figure the least I can do is repay the favor." He smirked.

I got up from my seat. "Alright. I'm gonna go change then. I'll be back." I caught Sel's eye as I walked away from the table. She got up as well, saying she was heading to the library.

I stopped in the hallway and waited for her. When she came out she followed me until we got to my room, where we were free to talk without any fear of our voices reverberating back to the boys. "So? Is everything set?" She sat on my bed, curling her tail up and around her.

"Seraphina's almost done. She adding a few more things since there's extra tree left that we didn't count on. But she can to that without me, so I was gonna pack up everything and tell the boys, buuuut..." I gestured towards the kitchen.

"Yes." She nodded. "Are you going to tell Jack there?"

"Most likely. Could you do me a favor?" I went to my closet and pulled out a change of clothes. "After Jack and I are gone, could you tell Del for me? After he wakes up?"

Sel almost smiled at the thought she'd be breaking the news to him. "It would be my pleasure."

"Don't be mean to him when you do it."

She looked at me, flabbergasted. "Me? Mean? I would never!" The smile at the end of her outrage fueled outburst gave her away. I threw a balled up shirt at her and she swatted it away. "I am going to go and find a book to read. Del could be out for a while." She slid off my bed but paused at the doorway. "Story?"

"Yeah?" I looked over from where I was re-hanging the shirt I'd thrown at her.

"I am happy for you. I hope that your new home is all that and a bag of chips." With that and a smile, she glided away, leaving me my privacy to change.

I stared after her for a few minutes before changing. All the while I looked around my room. No, not _my_ room. My _former_ room. I'd have to get Jack to help me take my art off the walls, but aside from that, I could pack by myself. I really hoped he didn't take it badly. I'd think about that when it happened though. Instead of re-hanging my clothes like I usually did, I instead folded them neatly and left them sitting on the bed. Why hang them up when I'd be packing them when I got back?

I walked out of the room that had been mine for seven years. Come to think of it, I'd spent the same amount of time in our first house, when I'd been little. Back then my room had been decorated with Barbie and Crayola Crayons. No I had not drawn on the walls with crayon... there was too much stuff there. I could still remember the multitude of changes that room had gone through. From a loft bed, to a traditional one. From pink to rainbow. From cutesy little girly girl to slightly crazy not-quite girly girl. My room here hadn't gone through nearly as much.

When I got back to the kitchen Jack was idly making ice sculptures. I stopped and watched for a while. He only did it when he was bored and there was nothing else to do, which meant you had to catch him in action. After a minute or two he stopped fiddling with it and sat back a little. Without turning around he said, "Doorway watching is for outsiders."

I moved into the room then, smiling as I did. "I thought I was quiet this time."

He looked over hi shoulder at me, smirking. "You make more noise than a herd of elephants in the middle of a stampede."

"Damn. Well, I guess I'm just gonna have to work on my stealth." I shrugged as I got to the table, leaning down to peer at the finished sculpture. Jack really was good. I'm not too much of a prude that I can't admit talent when I see it... I just like to think I'm more awesome. "Sel the ferocious harpy, huh?" The sculpture was of Sel when she's in what we'd all taken to calling her harpy mode. Basically when she's pissed off. This was the side I'd first met.

Jack shrugged. "Got bored." With a flick of his fingers the sculpture dissolved into a cloud of snowflakes that blew away. "You ready to go?" I nodded as he got up, swinging his staff around as he did. I never could figure out how he was so comfortable with the thing. I mean it was taller than he was, and he always had one hand occupied. This is why I was happy with my telepathically controlled papers. No hands needed, nothing in the way. Then again, after 300 years, I guess you'd get used to it.

As we took off, heading towards Easter Island - which was the most easily accessible entrance to the Warren - we were quiet. I didn't like it. "So, why'd you _really _invite me?"

He shot me a look. "What are you talking about? I told you already. They like you." I stared at him, suspicion plainly written on my face. "Okay, fine. They're boring as hell, you're not."

"'They' meaning the meetings or the Guardians."

He hesitated before answering. "Both. Sandy usually falls asleep, North and bunny end up arguing about which is more important Easter or Christmas. Then Tooth and Bunny get into it about his eggs ruining the kids' teeth. Then Bunny and I get into it about just about everything, but that's because pissing him off - even mildly - is hilarious. It's starting to get repetitive though, so I figure, if I bring you along, they'll try and suck it up for once."

I raised an eyebrow. "Really? They'll 'suck it up'?"

"They, unlike the two of us, actually try and make good impressions on others."

"You got me there. We aren't really known for politeness, are we?"

"No we are not. Which will be hilarious to watch."

Jack had been right. Bringing me to the meeting _had_ shaken things up. Turns out, painting a portrait of the Easter Bunny, is flattery enough that he goes out of his way to be polite to you. Which was doubly hilarious because Jack was being as annoying as usual - to Bunny that is. I've never once thought Jack was annoying. Me, yes. Him, no.

Sandy did fall asleep after the preliminary updates. Sometime after Sandy conked out, Bunny and North got into it about Easter vs. Christmas. It went on for a while. While they argued, Tooth, Jack and I explored a little. The Egg-Golems kept us from going too far. They were at least suspicious of Jack and I. Eventually, I went off on my own a little, leaving Tooth and Jack some alone time. I was secretly rooting for team rainbow snow-cone, not that either of them knew what that meant.

When everyone was heading out, I started to feel nervous. The time was neigh to tell Jack about my new abode. And I was dreading his response. I waited until we were more than halfway back before bringing it up. Well, _he_ brought it up, actually. "Story? What's up, you're really quiet."

"Uh." _Now or never._ "I've got something to tell you."

"What is it?"

"I'm moving out." I said it really fast, like it was nothing. I don't know what I was expecting. On a scale of 'have fun' to 'don't leave me!' I figured his reaction would be somewhere around 'where you going?'. I was not expecting what he said next.

"What?" He said it the way a girl does. Simultaneously daring you to repeat what you said, and giving you a chance to change it.

"I'm moving out. After Halloween last year I got in touch with Mother Nature and got everything set up. She's finishing the building on my house now."

He stared at me for a few seconds, at a loss for words. "You're just telling me this now?"

"A - well..." I sighed. "I've been busy."

"Does anyone else know?"

"Sel knows. She was there when I asked Seraphina about it."

"Oh, so it's Seraphina now, is it?" He wasn't happy. In fact, you could say he was pissed.

"Jack, what's the matter? It's not like I'm never gonna see you again." He didn't respond. "Seriously, Jack. You're acting like I just dumped you or something." He looked away, still not talking to me. "Really? The silent treatment?"

"You know, Story, I don't know what to say. Congrats on your new house? Thanks for going behind my back and keeping a secret from me?" I stared at him. _What the hell?_ I swear, the littlest thing sets him off. "You know what? I'll see you at home." He smiled humorlessly. "Oh wait, it's not 'home' anymore, is it?" He stormed off, literally. He created a storm behind him. I tell you, it was a good thing that the south was having winter right now, because he could have just set off some serious weather issues.

Battling my way through ice and snow wasn't how I'd expected to spend my day. Not at all. When I finally got to the sanctuary, I was gonna give Jack a piece of my mind. _That ass. _He could have at least faked enthusiasm for me. It's not like I threw his invite back in his face or anything. Hell, _I'd_ been the one who asked to stay at his place in the first place! He was gonna get it.

After fighting my way through for a few minutes, I had to drop down until I was skimming the ground and moving at a snail's pace. The blizzard he'd whipped up was worse than the one usually around the sanctuary, and I wasn't willing to risk my wings. Dropping to the ground, I let them go. Looks like I'd have to wait out the storm. Or walk. Hell, I was immortal for Pete's sake, a little fall of rain can hardly hurt me now, am I right? Of course this wasn't rain, it was snow. _Same difference! It's precipitation isn't it?_

So I started walking. And walking. And walking. Honestly, I don't know how far I walked before I got to where the storm was light enough that I could risk my wings. I _did_ know it took me a few hours of walking to get there. Man, was I gonna tear him a new one when I got back. Making me walk in a snowstorm like it was a sunny day!

It took me no time - compared to my earlier trek - to get back to the sanctuary. When I came within about three hundred feet of the entrance, Sel came flying over to me, having noted the raging storm Jack had left in his wake, and my considerable lateness. "What happened?"

"I told Jack I was moving is what happened. He took it like a fucking rejection!" She flew with me to the entrance where we both dropped through the hole to land on the floor almost a hundred feet below. Inside, you could barely hear the storm... but you still could hear it. As I took a step towards my room my foot slipped and I fell face first onto the ice. As I pushed myself up, I noticed that the fine grain the ice usually held to keep us from slipping, had become smooth as glass. "You little fucker." Jack knew that Sel and Del could maneuver fine on the slippery surface, whereas _I_ would be reduced to falling on my face every step.

Sel leaned down and pulled me up. "Here, hold onto my arm. I will tow you around until Jack stops being childish."

"Don't let him hear you say that." I took another step, holding onto Sel's arm for dear life as I almost fell on my butt. "He'll make it worse." With a large amount of stumbling and sliding, I finally managed to make it to my room with Sel's much needed help. I quickly sat on my bed, taking advantage of semi solid ground. Immediately, I shivered, noticing a drastic temperature change. "Is it me, or is it way colder in here?"

"It seems as if Jack is going to torture you until you leave. I can feel it too." Sel had goose bumps on her arms that she tried to rub away.

I shook my head. For once, it seemed like I was the mature one... well, not exactly. If I saw him now, I couldn't promise that I wouldn't be sticking my tongue out at him like a little kid. I laid down on my bed and pulled out my suitcases from underneath it. "Time to start packing, I guess." I opened up the biggest one and moved to sit on my trunk, so I could reach between my closet and my bed. "This would be a whole lot easier if THE FLOOR WASN'T A DEATH TRAP!" I screamed the last part at the top of my lungs, making sure Jack could hear from where he no doubt sulked in his room.

Sel winced at the volume. "I believe you should just ignore him and focus on packing."

"I believe you're right... But I'll probably still scream a few things at him as I do." She rolled her eyes and sighed at the second bit, but didn't say anything more about it. As I packed my clothes, Sel managed to release my art and pictures from the walls. Thank god for Lillends. She stacked them neatly on my bed next to the suitcase. Just as she placed the last one on my bed, a gust of wind came in through the doorway and blew them all over the room. I stared openmouthed alongside Sel. "Did he just do what I think he did?"

As the papers fluttered to the ground, Sel and I were dumbstruck. "I think so."

The last one touched down and my mind snapped. "Oh, _hell_ no!" I kicked off my shoes, knowing I'd get better traction with my feet alone and tore out of my room. I slid a little, but not as much as with my knockoff Toms. I went crashing into the far wall and used it to shove myself down the hallway towards Jack's room.

I heard Sel come out of my room behind me. "Story, calm down!" I ignored her and kept on towards the thin sheet of ice that led to the one room I'd never seen. "Shit. Story think about what you're doing!"

Yeah, I was beyond thinking. It was Jack who should have thought about what he was doing when he messed with my art. He knew that I'd once poked a kid with an craft knife for messing up a scratch board I'd just finished. Screw being the bigger person. "No, this ends now!" I reached the doorway on the opposite side of the hallway and turned to face it, ready to launch myself off the wall. As soon as I jumped, Sel was there holding me back. "Damn-it, Sel! Let me go!" It didn't matter how pissed I was, Sel was way stronger than me, hands down.

Sel glanced towards Jack's room. "Jack!" She had to yell to be heard over me, seeing as I was screaming obscenities. "If you know what is good for you, you will stay in there! The moment you come out, even if Story is gone by then, I _wont be!_" With me still kicking and screaming - literally - Sel dragged me back to my room and threw me down on my bed. After bouncing once I glared up at her. The patronizing look calmed me down enough to not try and go guns blazing towards Jack again. "I am living with children! I mean, really, Story, I am not the nanny!"

From the doorway came a puff of warm air, and I turned to see Del had laid his head down, blocking it. "What's going on?"

"Story and Jack got into it. It is a good thing I had kept my mind enough to hold her back or we would have a war zone here."

"What happened?" He looked at me with the one eye he could. He probably had his other eye closed.

"I told Jack that I was moving out and he flipped out! Ever since he's been petty about the whole thing! First he starts a blizzard I have to fight my way through, then he made the floor slippery, then made my room specifically colder, and to top it off, he just blew all of my art _around my room_!"

"They are acting like children." While Sel filled Del in on the unbiased version of events, I was still fuming. I took a breath to try and calm down. It didn't help.

"Jack did know that the thing with the art was gonna piss of _both_ of you, right?" I noticed that Del had strategically blocked any escape route I had... or offensive one as it were.

"If he did not, he does now." Sel had her arms folded and her lips pursed in disappointment. She looked around my room at the works that were still scattered across the floor. "Lets clean this up before Jack decides to do something more, shall we?" She set to work picking up each and every piece of art from the floor. I watched in silence for a minute before climbing over my suitcase to sit on the trunk. Once there I went back to packing my clothes. Sel and I stayed at it for a few minutes before Del cleared his throat.

"I'm gonna go and see if I can talk some sense into Jack." With that, he crept down the hall towards Jack's room. Well, he couldn't fit in the room anyway.

Silently, I packed until there was nothing left to pack. My mind, however, was anything but quiet. As I packed, I slowly calmed down. Mindless labor does that. By the time was zipping the suitcase closed, I was to the point where I could see him in the hall and just ignore him. Don't get me wrong, I was still unbelievably pissed at how much he overreacted. I was just calm fury now. No guarantee that I'd be speaking to him anytime soon, but it was a start. I reached down and pulled out the rest of my bags, setting them on top of the suitcase. I then proceeded to roll each piece of art individually and set them one by one in the bags, zipping them once they were full. All this I did in silence still. Well, that old saying must be right. 'A quiet man is thinking, a quiet woman is dangerous.'

When we were done packing my things - aside from the trunk, which I was still sitting on - I looked around the room, once covered in colors. It looked empty. Not just because all of my things were now absent from the walls, but because my presence was as well. It was weird. "It looks so plain."

Sel sighed, giving the room a cursory glance. "It always does when it is not in use." She looked at me. "I wish that you could have left on better terms."

I shrugged. "Jack will realize how stupid he's being eventually. We'll be back to our usual selves in no time. Well, no time in immortal time, that is." I smirked at her from my perch on the trunk.

"If you say so." She glided over to the bed and picked up a few of the bags. "I am going to take these to the entryway. I will be back in a moment." After grabbing another bag, she sauntered out of my room, pointedly avoiding the end of the hall where Del was still attempting to get to Jack.

I moved back onto my bed, trying not to think about how the floor was still a danger zone. I leaned over, making sure there was nothing left underneath. I spotted something near the back that I couldn't reach from my current position. I sighed resignedly as I slid to the floor, all but laying down to try and keep my balance. I reached back and pulled out a flash drive that had obviously been there for a few years. I knew that because a) I didn't use flash drives anymore, and b) they didn't make them like this anymore. I clutched it tight and called a mini version of my wings.

I flew out of my room and around to the rarely used living room. As I passed Sel I told her I'd be right back, I just wanted to check something. When I got to the living room, I landed next to the game system that was hooked up. We used it mainly to play movies on, but occasionally, Jack and I had been known to engage in a mean game of Mario Carts. I plugged the flash drive into the USB port on the system and turned on the projector. As I opened up the files I was sent down memory lane. This held all of the things from my old laptop, from when I was mortal. I must have dropped it down between the bed and the wall ages ago. As I got to the 'documents' section, I noticed an icon I wasn't familiar with. I clicked on it and a video started playing. My jaw dropped. I'd completely forgotten that I'd made this.

It was a video featuring Jack. I'd made it about a month before meeting him. I'd used footage from the movie as well as fanart from many different sources. It was all set to the song 'Hey, Brother' by Avicii. All of a sudden, I wasn't so mad at Jack anymore. It hadn't occurred to me that he might feel like he was loosing a friend. "I'm an idiot." Okay, to myself I could admit that. However, I've never been the first to cave. I wasn't the one who'd overreacted here, I wasn't at fault. Jack was gonna be apologizing to me, not the other way around. But still... maybe I could have told him sooner.

I sighed as I stood up and unplugged the flash drive. I flew back to my room to find that Sel had cleared out the rest while I'd been taking a stroll down memory lane. Even the trunk was gone. As was my little globe. I went to the entryway to find both her and Del waiting for me. Sel looked up at m from where she crouched near my things. "Del has offered to help you transport your things. I would have, but as Jack is acting up, and I have promised to be here when he emerges, I cannot."

I smiled at her. "Be sure to punch him for me." She chuckled at my comment as she straightened up.

She glided over towards me. I met her halfway, still hovering a few inches above the floor. She embraced me in a hug that could have been too tight if I weren't immortal. "I will miss having you down the hall from me." When she pulled back she set her hand to the right side of my face, smiling ruefully.

"I'll miss you too Hedwig." She giggled lightly before moving around me towards the hallway that lead to the bedrooms. "Don't maul him, alright?"

Without turning around she shouted over her shoulder. "I make no promises!"

I shook my head at her, smiling, before turning back to Del. Hid expression was carefully controlled. Honestly, that wasn't that hard, dragons don't have as many facial expressions as humans, so you usually had to go by tone of voice. "Are you ready to go?" His voice gave away nothing either.

I nodded, reaching down to grab my suitcase. "Yeah. Let's go before the fighting starts." I hovered up and out of the way as Del grasped the rest of the bags, loping the straps around his talons. He moved down the hall to the room he entered and left through, while I soared up through the main entry. I met him outside and, with him following me, we headed off towards my home. Because I had Del with me, we took a roundabout route, to keep him out of sight. The whole flight over, he didn't say anything. Come to think of it, he hadn't said much of anything since I got back. Silence from Del could only mean one thing. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner. I wanted to but we both know you can't keep a secret to save your life." He didn't say or do anything to show that he'd heard me. "Del?"

"I know." He didn't look at me, rather he stared straight ahead. "And I understand." He sighed, watching the ground race beneath us. "I'm really gonna miss you though."

I dropped down until I was hovering right above his neck, leaning down to hug him as best I could. "I'm gonna miss you too, Morning Breath." I slid down until I was hovering in front of his face. "Just maybe not your actual morning breath." I smiled, laughing.

Del's deep rumble that was his laugh made the air around us reverberate. "It's gonna be quiet without you there, isn't it?"

"Most likely."

"I guess I'm gonna have to get used to that again."

"I guess so." We'd reached the sequoia forest and were almost to my house. I scanned the landscape, eventually spotting the abnormal shape sticking out above the majority of the trees. We dropped down until we were skimming over the giants, heading straight for my abode. "Oh yeah, I have a surprise for you."

"What?" He whipped his head to stare at me.

"I had Seraphina make a space for you so you can visit whenever you want." I lead him over to where it should have been and, lo and behold, there it was. A gigantic nest-like space formed from tree branches. It kinda looked like the inside of a blimp, and was _definitely_ big enough for Del.

He slithered in through the opening, curling up inside like a house cat. "This is nice..."

I could tell by his voice that he was getting ready to fall asleep. "Hey, Del? Think I can have my bags first?"

"Yeah, sure." Without uncurling himself, he stretched out his leg that had been carrying my things until it was near the opening. A few seconds later, he was out. As I untangled the straps from his claws, I couldn't help laughing to myself. _I wonder who can fall asleep faster, Del or Sandy?_ I might have to time them someday to find out, but it was a valid question.

I started carting my many bags into the main part of my house, dropping them all in my bedroom for the time being. When I was done I started looking for Seraphina, checking out the changes as I did. Aside from the porch, she'd made cabinets for me in the kitchen, a table, and chairs. I nudged one of the chairs, seeing if they'd move and they did, staying attached to the floor though, somehow. I crouched down to see closer, moving the chair as I did. _Freaky._ The chairs could slide any way you wanted, but they wouldn't leave the floor. I couldn't even begin to explain how it worked.

I went to look in other places. A few things had been added to the bathroom, a few tables in the living room. In the library there were a few tables and chairs as well. The chairs here worked the same as those in the kitchen, and it was just as freaky. I went up to the rooftop porch and looked around. Just outside of the staircase was a piece of paper stuck to the tree somehow. As I pulled it off to read I giggled a little. _'I finished with the rest of the building. I've added a few more things than you asked for, but I don't think you will mind. I will be back in Berzee by the time you read this. I hope you enjoy your new home. ~ Seraphina. P.S. Did you anger Jack? There is a large blizzard over the Antarctic ocean that wasn't scheduled.'_

I went back down into my room, fwomping onto my bed. There wasn't a mattress yet, but I didn't care. I was going to follow Del's lead and get a little sleep. Maybe by the time I woke up Jack would be over it and ready to apologize. _Not likely._


	15. The Summer Solstice

I adjusted the painting on the wall, attempting to make it straight. "Alright, I think that's it, finally." A small amount of the wall curled around the edges, making a frame, as I stepped away to check. It was still crooked. "Shit! That's the tenth time I've tried to get that to hang straight!" As I started storming towards the wall, the frame adjusted itself so that the painting was parallel to the floor. I stopped in my tracks, staring back towards the trunk of the tree. "Seriously? You could do that this whole time?" I sighed and rolled my eyes as I went to get the next of my decorations off of the table they were resting on.

As I surveyed where I was going to put it I thought back to what I'd learned about my house in the first week of my being here. It turned out, Seraphina had 'woken up' the tree, so that it was partially sentient. When I asked her about it she told me that it was like Big Root in a sense. It would respond to what was needed, but couldn't communicate or anything. That was how the chairs could move around, but couldn't detach. It would also make little frames for my artwork and pictures too, which was a nice surprise. Seraphina said she'd woken it up so that she wouldn't have to come back every time something needed adjusting, which was good foresight on her part, as decorating a newly built house - or newly grown - was frustrating to the max. Especially hanging pictures. That fucking sucked.

One thing I truly loved about my home, it was warm. Especially now, in the height of summer. Being up this high, above the treetops, gave me the perfect breeze, which the windows would widen to let through. Oh, it was amazing. I had built in air-conditioning (not that I'd ever complain about it being too hot ever again. Living in Antarctica for the past seven years had given me an appreciation for warmth that I'd never quite had before. I was far enough north of the equator that I'd still get seasons, but close enough to it that I could really enjoy summer, which always had been my favorite season. Not that I'd ever let that slip to Jack.

Speaking of, I hadn't heard from him since I'd left. It had only been a week, but man, was he holding a grudge or something? I hadn't even considered apologizing. I hadn't done anything that I should apologize for. No, it was a waiting game on my end of this. I may not be the most patient person in the world, but I just might be the most stubborn.

After hanging all of my pieces more or less evenly throughout my home - both the main part and the side bits - I sat back in one of the built in chairs, looking around at my masterpiece. Sure, I'd collaborated on it, but hey. A strong gust of wind blasted through the trees and mine swayed a little. The first time that had happened, I'd freaked out a little. Now I was more or less used to it. It hadn't been as weird this time as I'd been sitting. I looked around at the gigantic empty spaces. I needed furniture. But where the hell was I gonna get any?

Hmm... I wonder where Annie got all of hers? That's it!

Legends it was! I ran up the stairs to my room, putting on an outfit that was a little flashier. I liked to dress the part when I went to Legends. It was the only club I'd ever been able to go to, legally, and I was ready for a good time each time I showed up. I threw on a pair of heels before grabbing my bag and going up to my roof porch, which was the ideal takeoff spot. I calmly walked to the break in the railing, of which there were four, each pointing to either the north, east, south or west. I had my own compass built into my house. I'd managed to get the tree to respond to me 'need' for another type of exit. There were breaks like this on the first floor porch too.

I looked down over the edge. The ground, though in sight - barely - was still hundreds of feet away. I never had been scared of heights. I looked forward and took a step, beginning to plummet as I called my wings. Just before I'd have hit the treetops below me, I caught myself and started off towards New York City.

When I dropped to the sidewalk outside of Legends, the club was open for business and roaring, almost literally. I wondered how none of the building neighbors had any clue about the place. I shook my head as I walked up to the door, smiling at Goliath who was the bouncer tonight. He stepped aside to let me in and I was met with a wall of noise, having passed the last of the wards. I blinked in surprise a few times before making my way over to the bar, which was completely full. I spotted Shady mixing a few drinks at the other end and waved her over. After she finished the drinks she made her way to me. "What can I get fer ya, Story?"

"Is it this busy for a reason?" I had to yell to be heard, and that was saying something.

"Summer Solstice! A lot of immortals like to get drunk tonight." I looked down the bar to notice quite a few who had piles of glasses in front of them.

I nodded. "Okay then. I'll have my usual, Shady."

She smirked at me and left to get my drink. "Diet Dr. Pepper it is, then." I took the moment to look around the club at where immortals - those that could manage to get drunk easier - were rowdy and what you'd except from a place that served alcohol. The rest were egging them on and taking advantage of what their friends would no doubt have no recollection of the next morning.

When Shady came back with my pop I stopped her before she could run off to the next customer. "Do you know where Annie is?"

She stood up on her toes to see over the crowd. Now, she was taller than me by a few inches, but there were a lot of immortals who were obscenely tall. "I think she's over by the stage, but good luck gettin' over there." She gave me a sympathetic look before running to the other side of the bar to get a rokurokubi a drink before she decided to sneak some on her own.

I took a sip from my pop before attempting to weave my way through the crowd. Suddenly, I was beginning to think that the heels had been a bad idea. At least I wasn't gonna be one of the drunks. The biggest problem with the club tonight, was that it was so packed, that there wasn't room on the dance floor anymore. Which meant people were dancing between, and on, the tables, making it that much harder to get through. When I was stranded somewhere near the middle, the house band stopped playing, announcing that they were taking a break to enjoy the night. To which a handful of immortals stormed the jukebox to keep the music going. I the flood of people to my advantage, weaving through the spaces they'd left unoccupied.

Eventually I spotted the telltale flash of yellow and moved towards it. When I got to her, I noticed that Annie was wearing a dress, as opposed to her usual attire. "I see you dressed up for the occasion."

Annie turned around smiling, a drink in her hand. "Story! I'm glad to see you could make it! I wasn't aware that you celebrated the Summer Solstice."

"I don't, or didn't." I glanced around at the immortals who were falling over drunk, or still drinking. "Not sure I'd celebrate the same way as them though, if I did. What's the deal with tonight anyway?"

"Many cultures celebrate the day with festivals or celebrations of sorts. And many of the immortals grew up with these traditions. It's more of a habit to party tonight than anything else."

"Good to know." I sidestepped a group of centaurs who were just drunk enough to not realize where they were going. And who'd just almost squashed me. "Hey! Watch it!"

One of them, supported by another who looked slightly less drunk, grinned sloppily at me. "Sorry." He slurred it and I was sure that if a mortal had had as much alcohol as him, they'd have been in the hospital.

"Yeah, whatever." They moved away and I gave Annie a look. "What is it about drunks that makes them such... drunks?"

"I'd guess it's the alcohol." She took a sip of her own drink. It was an orangey pink and had a lemon wheel as a garnish. "So, what brings you out, if not the celebration?"

"Shady's told you how I asked Mother Nature to help me build my house, right?" She nodded. "Well, it's finished. I'm all moved in and everything. Except I have no furniture. I was wanting to ask where you got all of these?" I gestured around at the club, full to the brim with bodies.

"Well, many of these I've accumulated over the years. I would wait for a building that was about to be demolished and I would salvage them. There are a few of us who's extracurricular activities involve restoration, and they've been more than willing to fix the pieces up for me. Some I've had longer. A few are from the aftermath of the bubonic plague. You know that there were scores of homes abandoned, along with possessions."

"So you treated it like an apocalypse?" Her confused look begged me to elaborate. "In apocalypse movies, people raid empty houses for things they need."

She nodded, a look of understanding crossing her face. "Yes, very much so."

I sighed. "That's sort of the answer I was expecting. I mean, it's not like I can go to Sears to get furniture sets. Hell, I can't even go to Goodwill... wait... The drop-off boxes! I can get some from there! No, there's cameras. Fuck that shit! What's the point of being invisible if you still have to worry about cameras!" I flopped down into the nearest unoccupied chair in defeat.

"I have some extra chairs and such in a storage facility in the Bronx. I could give you some." I gaped up at her. She stood, calmly sipping her drink like she hadn't just offered me freaking furniture.

"Serious?" She nodded, eyebrows raised in amusement. "I've often gotten excess, and so I keep them in the facility in case any of the ones here were to be ruined. Which has happened on occasion, when someone gets a little out of control." She giggled a little, no doubt remembering a few of those times. "I can show you tomorrow when everything winds down. Until then, why don't you stick around and enjoy yourself? I'm sure you can find a few sober people to spend the night with."

"Thanks so much, Annie! I want to hug you right now, so much, but I'm holding back. Just so you know." She chuckled as I maneuvered my way out of the crowd and back to the bar where Shady had saved my seat.

"Did you find 'er?"

"Yep." I took a swig of my drink feeling triumphant.

"I take it by the look on yer face that it went well." She was making drinks as she spoke to me, being adept at multitasking.

"That it did. Annie's gonna hook me up with some furniture for my place in the morning."

"So Mother Nature finished it, did she?" She stacked a few empty glasses on a tray, ready to send back to the kitchen to be washed. "Can't wait to see it."

"If you're free tomorrow, I'd love your help transporting some of the pieces."

"Can't fly, remember? I'm afraid I wouldn't be much help." She gave me a sympathetic look before picking up the tray of glasses. "I'll be right back, I've just got to take these back to Lil." She backed into the kitchen through the doorway, leaving me to fend for myself.

Almost the moment the door swung shut behind her, a tall immortal sat next to me. I wouldn't have bothered to notice except for a few things. One, he was glowing. Like, literally. Two, he was leaning towards me. _Oh, here we go_. He smiled down at me. Okay, 'smile' probably wasn't the best term to describe the look he gave me. It was more like he was giving a professional Flynn-Ryder-Smolder. It wasn't working on me, at all. "Hi."

I raised one eyebrow skeptically. "Hello."

His smolder smile turned into a grin. "I couldn't help but notice that you came here stag tonight."

"I did." _Go away..._

"So what's a pretty girl like yourself doing alone on the Summer Solstice?"

Good lord, take a hint!

"Basking in the beauty that is being single." I took a sip of my drink, hoping my vibes of 'leave now' would eventually hit him.

"Aw, come on. It's the Solstice." He leaned in closer, which only served to anger me.

"Take a hint, Sunny. She's not interested in ya." Shady had appeared out of nowhere. Well, the door was swinging behind her, but whatever, the girl had timing.

The glowing immortal turned his attention - and his smile - to her. "You're no fun, Shady."

She gave him a chastising look. "How many times have we told you? Yer not supposed to drink on nights yer performin'." She snatched the drink from his hand, bringing it up to her face to sniff. She narrowed her eyes at him. "Especially not fairy drinks, you idiot."

He shrugged, hands up in surrender. However, if his expression said anything, it was that he wasn't sorry. "When a pretty girl gets you a drink, you accept it." He winked. "It might lead to an interesting night."

Shady rolled her eyes, sighing in defeat. "Just get yer ass back up on stage." He mockingly saluted her before starting through the crowd. "Yes, sir!" After a few moments, the only indication of where he was, was the glow still coming off of him. I stared after him, silently thinking that Shady was a godsend.

"So... that happened."

"Sorry about him, Story. Sunny's a bit of a player. He's also an idiot who can't take no fer an answer."

"He's the lead for the house band, right?"

She nodded. "Yeah. I think the fame's gone to 'is head, personally." A customer waved at her, needing a refill. "I'll be back in a bit." I turned around in my seat, leaning against the bar-top.

So, watching immortals get drunk was a lot like watching mortals get drunk. With us, though, powers went wild, we were less afraid to duke it out - I mean we knew the other person was gonna be okay later - and there was more... we'll call it 'physical' variety in the crowd. Sunny had made it back to the stage and had almost fallen off of it as he attempted to get on. One thing was universal for drunks, it seemed. None were graceful. The drunken immortal stood up at the microphone, grinning out at the crowd. "This next set's dedicated to the lovely lady who got me my last drink!" Above the general noise the crowd made, a girl's squeal of delight could be heard.

_Why do I feel like he does this all the time? _I shook my head, resigned to having to deal with drunks all night. When they started up the next set I was forced to admit, drunk as he was, Sunny was a great singer. Enough to possibly merit some of his ego. Some being the key word. I took a better look at the other members of the band, trying to see who else was drunk. The drummer was a girl with long light brown hair. I mean, it could rival Rapunzel, it was that long. I think it just barely hovered above the floor when she stood up, but sitting as she was, it was fanned out behind her. There were brightly colored strings woven through her hair as well as flowers everywhere. If I was right from the other times I'd paid attention to the band, the flowers weren't just for the night. The lead guitarist was a guy who looked to be in his early thirties. He had dark brown hair and a five o'clock shadow that looked purposeful - complete with a goatee. From the way he acted, I was fairly sure that he was as much of a ladies man as Sunny. Then there was the bass guitarist. He - or she, I really couldn't tell - was almost six feet tall and stark white. As in, albino. Part of me wondered why I'd never noticed the band as much before, but I didn't give it much thought.

When they finished the set and took a break again almost an hour later, the mad dash for the jukebox happened all over again. It was at this time that Shady finally managed to get a moment to herself. She'd caught Artie's attention - one of the other bartenders - and told him she was taking her break. Oh yeah, 'Artie' was King Arthur... I had to physically restrain my fangirl when I found out that tidbit.

Shady plopped down next to me, a glass in hand. She leaned back against the bar. She let out a half sigh, half groan. "It feels good ta sit." I giggled a little. Not because I thought she was being unreasonable or funny or anything. No, I knew exactly how she felt. When the current jukebox song ended there was a moment of silence before the sound of violins filled the air. For a second Shady straightened up, her eyes lighting up in excitement. The next she slumped in her chair, scowling. "Damn that bloody cur!" She angrily took a swig of her drink. At my questioning look, she elaborated her outburst. "I hate this song."

"What!" Outrage! Blasphemy! "How can you hate 'Come on, Eileen'? It's a classic!"

"I hate it by association." Before she could say any more, an immortal that stood around 5'10" appeared out of the crowd. She zeroed in on him almost the moment he did. "Why, Owen? Why do you always have to play that song?"

"Because it pisses you off." He smirked at her, coming to stand on her other side. "And because 'Come on, Eileen' is a classic." He leaned against the bar, completely at ease.

"It's not that classic. It's not even forty years old." Through their banter, I could tell this was a common argument between them.

"It was classic when it came out." I couldn't keep my input from making an appearance. I'm nosy, sue me.

Owen pointed at me. "I don't know who you are, but yes!" He turned his attention to Shady again. "Anyway, I decided to be nice. Next song up is Celtic Woman."

"You're redeemed!" Shady held up her glass like a salute. While Owen turned around to get a drink from Artie, I took a closer look at him. Aside from being tall - I'm short, everyone's tall to me - he was also buff... and cute. I mean, his nose was big, but I didn't have room to talk. I've got a beak too. But yeah, Owen was cute. Not to mention the fact that he was still sober was an attractive quality all on it's own.

I noticed a glow from behind me and turned to find Sunny smoldering at me again. I mentally rolled my eyes. Here we go again. "I'm sorry we got off on the wrong foot earlier. And I don't mean to bother you now. I was all set to leave you alone for the rest of the night until I realized that I don't know your name."

"Story Tale." I didn't know why I was indulging him, but I was. I'm not good at letting people down easy. I'm either a bitch, or distant.

"Well, Story Tale, I'd like to make it up to you by getting you a drink." He turned to wave Artie over.

"I'm good." I waved my diet Dr. Pepper a little to emphasize it.

"Well, I can always get you a refill." When Artie came over, Sunny ordered something I couldn't pronounce.

"Really, I'm good. And I don't drink."

"Come on. It's the Solstice, live a little!" Shady wasn't kidding when she said he couldn't take no for an answer.

Just as I was about to let my bitch flag fly, Owen materialized between Sunny and I. Now I say materialized, not because he teleported or anything, but because I hadn't noticed him come over. "Sunny, she said no." There was something in his stance and tone that said 'don't mess with me'. For once, I kept quiet. I was curious about how this was gonna pan out.

Sunny, turned to Owen, testosterone rolling off him in waves. "I didn't hear her say she needed you to intervene."

"She didn't have to. Your actions said it for her." Sunny was about to interrupt when Owen said something that I almost burst out laughing at. "Go home, Sunny, you're drunk." That comment, as hilariously perfect as it was, probably wasn't the best thing for Owen to say.

Sunny stood up, his flippant demeanor dropping to reveal that angry drunk that no one wants to deal with. Though he was a little shorter than Owen - less than an inch - he was still an intimidating presence... and a dangerous one. No one wants to fight a drunk. _A storm's a-comin'_.

Before they could so much as sneer at each other, Annie was there, one hand on each of their chests. She stared Sunny down, easily the most intimidating body in the vicinity. "Out. Now."

"What! I didn't do anything!" Sunny pushed against Annie's hand.

"You know my rule. If you can't control yourself, then get out." The area around us had quieted down. Though the other side of the room was still as loud as ever, most eyes were on our spectacle.

Sunny was about to say something when the drummer from the band came up and set her hand on his arm. "Come on, Sunny. Let's just leave." She tugged on his arm, pulling him away from the confrontation. Though he obviously wanted to stay and assert his manliness, he let the girl tow him away through the crowd. After a minute or two, the spectators went back to whatever it was they'd been doing before shit got real. Annie slipped away without another word about the incident and Shady, Owen and I were left to ourselves. Artie shot us a sympathetic smile before going back to doling out drinks.

When I finally got my mind wrapped around the fact that the almost fight had been about me - _me_ the annoying fangirl - I realized what had transpired. I looked up at Owen from where I still sat on my barstool. "You didn't have to do that."

He shrugged, looking down at me. His expression was still a bit confrontational, but a far more mild version of what it had been a few minutes prior. "Don't mention it."

"No, I mean, thanks, but I can fight my own battles. If you'd have waited a minute, I'd have told him off."

He stared at me a minute, like he was trying to decide how to respond. In the end, he turned to Shady. "I'm gonna leave before Annie decides that I need to be kicked out too." Before either of us could say anything about it, he was gone.

Shady and I sat in silence for a minute or two before she abruptly stood up. "Break's over. I'll see ya, Story."

"Yeah, see you..." She went back behind the bar and through the doors to the kitchen.

The rest of the night was wholly uneventful, compared to what happened in my first few hours there. By the time morning rolled around, I'd had enough of drunken immortals to last me a few years. I wasn't coming back on any big holidays any time soon, that was for sure. After the building had cleared out Annie finally came and found me again. To be honest, I'd been wondering if she was still willing to give me the furniture after I'd almost started a fight in her club. She was still wearing the dress from earlier and she still looked immaculate, despite dealing with drunks all night. "I expected you'd be here waiting. Let me go and get changed into my normal clothes and we can go to the storage locker." She disappeared through the doors behind the bar and I assumed that through the kitchen was the way to her home... or at least where she stored her extra clothes. A few minutes later she emerged in her usual yellow top and capris. "Shall we?"

I hopped off of my barstool and followed her out the front doors and into the blinding sunshine of the day. Since Annie couldn't fly, we had to walk to the Bronx... or take the subway, as it were. Normally, I'd have tried to shy away from it, all the non-believers, you know? But, Annie said she used it all the time, and that she sat up on the luggage racks - or just paid attention to her surroundings. I took her word for it and the next thing I knew, we were under ground and in one of the cars. She didn't talk a lot on the trip over and I didn't instigate a lot of conversation on my end either. I was too busy being intrigued by all of the... colorful... people that I assumed were regulars. And I couldn't help but laugh at the 'statue of liberty' standing near the other end of the car. It seemed that some clichés were cliché for a reason.

When we finally reached the Bronx, I followed Annie up the stairs into the daylight. She lead me a few blocks away to a storage complex. I waited outside as she went into the office and got the key. While she was in there I heard one of the attendants freak out from the moving key. Another one explained to him. "That's the haunted locker."

"How come it's not rented out?"

"It is, has been since the place opened up. Payments are always on time, too. The key always stays here, but every once in a while it'll float away like it just did. That's the ghost going inside."

"But... why would the ghost need a key?"

"I don't know! Do I look like the ghost whisperer to you!" Annie walked out of the office smiling and holding the key.

I fell in step next to her and she lead me towards the oldest part of the complex. I looked over at her smug look, still able to hear the argument between the employees. "I take it you do this often?"

"Pretend to be a ghost? Yeah. I have to admit that it's fun, even if they are too stubborn to realize that ghosts don't exist." She shrugged lightly. "It's not like I am getting any believers from it or anything. Back when I first started it, I did get a few, but that was more their own superstitious nature. I attempted to be sneaky in the old days, but now I'm a bit more blatant with the whole thing." She looked over her shoulder at me. "Tradition, you know?"

We got to a row of containers that were probably older than half of the city. She stopped in front of one in particular. A very large one at that. She walked up to the door, sliding the key into the padlock. After springing it open, she slid the door up and my jaw dropped. Okay, so, the locker was about fifteen feet tall, about ten feet wide and who knows how deep... It was full to the brim with furniture. I stared at her incredulously. "'Some chairs and such'? This is way more than 'some'."

While I was busy being in awe of the sheer amount of things she had, Annie had moved to near the center of the wall of chairs. She tugged on one armchair in particular, popping it out of place. After setting it aside she beckoned to me. "Come on. The center's hollow." I walked over to where she'd disappeared, peering in. There was a short tunnel she was quickly shimmying through. I stepped in, finding that it was easily maneuvered. I tell you, blanket forts are wonderful training. When I was all the way in, she called over her shoulder at me. "Wedge that chair in place, would you?"

"'Kay." I twisted around, grabbing the chair from where it sat on the ground. I happened to glance back the way we'd come from and noticed a young looking man in a uniform I assumed was for the employees of the complex. He was staring openmouthed and I had no doubt he'd just seen the door open by itself, and the chair move of it's own accord. _Well, if he's seen all that, then it wont matter if he sees this._ I picked up the chair and wedged it in as best I could, though Annie could probably do a better job. That done, I turned back around and moved down the four more feet of tunnel until I was standing in the middle of what looked like a room made of furniture. She hadn't been kidding when she'd said the center was hollow.

She stood near the epicenter of the room, waiting for me. When I got over to her she swept her arm in a grand gesture. "What do you need?" I was still staring, jaw wide.

A few thoughts came through the fog that was my mind, pushing their way to the front. "Uh... Mattress, chairs, a dresser or armoire, and maybe a few outdoor pieces." I listed off my personal checklist out loud, hoping I wasn't asking for too much.

"Hmm... Well, chairs I can do, as well as outdoor furniture." She paused searching the room. "I think I've got a mattress or two in here... somewhere..." She trailed off as she walked towards the back right corner, eyes roving the wall of furniture. When her eyes finally rested, it was near the ceiling. "Aha! I knew I did!" I followed her eyes up to the top corner where the edge of said mattress was sticking out a little over everything else. She lightly hopped up the wall of chairs, standing on the legs that were sticking out as she did. When she got high enough up, she started tugging on the target. "Stand by to catch it!"

"You sure everything won't come tumbling down like humpty dumpty?" I held my arms up, in the spotter's position, more ready to catch the immortal than the mattress.

Said immortal rolled her eyes at me. "I hate that story."

"Humpty Dumpty? Seriously? It's Mother Goose!" I paused as the realization hit me. "Holy crap! Katherine!"

Annie had managed to get about two feet free at that point. "I take it - " She grunted in effort as she tugged on the mattress again, freeing another half a foot. "You've read those books."

"Mother Goose nursery rhymes or The Guardians?"

"The Guardians." Another tug, another grunt. Part of me felt bad about not helping her pull it out. I mean, it was for me after all. But she'd told me to be here, and old habits die hard. I was taught in rock climbing to always spot someone who had no harness on. It didn't matter if they were immortal or not. "Oh yeah. Every single one. So why is it you hate humpty dumpty?"

"Because - " One final tug and the mattress was free and falling towards me. As one end hit the ground I caught the other end to keep it from the same fate. As I leaned it against the other furniture, Annie hopped down and finished her sentence. "It wasn't a true recitation of how the events transpired. As the only record - until recent years that is - of the event, it should have been written accurately."

"She was twelve!"

"And Dollie was nine when she died. Our world isn't a happy place full of rainbows and unicorns."

"How can you be such a skeptic when you're immortal."

"I'm not a skeptic, I'm a realist." She turned to me, business again. "So where exactly is your place at?"

"Why?"

"I'm going to open a portal so you don't have to fly everything there."

"Oh... Thank you. Sequoia National park in California. I don't know the coordinates, sorry."

"That's enough for me. At least I can get them closer to you, then. Stand back." I did as she said and ended up leaning against the mattress. She held her left hand out in front of her, palm up. From what I could see - standing behind her as I was - she was staring at her palm. I noticed a greenish glow and saw a small orb the same color growing in the palm of her hand. I didn't want to say anything - well, that's not entirely true. There's lots I wanted to say, such as 'what's your real name', 'how are you making that portal' and 'what else can you do'. However, I knew she was probably concentrating, and I didn't want to throw her off. So I kept quiet. She nudged the orb of light off her hand and it lightly bounced down like a balloon. When it stopped a few inches above the ground it started growing until it was about six and a half feet around. She glanced back at me where I was wide eyed. "Slide the mattress through. It should be about in the middle of the forest, so wherever they need to go from there is up to you."

I turned the mattress on it's side, short end towards the portal. As I pushed the end in, I felt no pulling sensation at all. It just felt like I was pushing it across the floor. Until there was only a foot sticking out, that is. Then I felt gravity take a hold of it and it went tumbling through. I winced. "So... haw far is the drop?"

"It should only be around three feet. Enough room that they wont pile up in the way, but not far enough that they end up breaking."

I nodded in acceptance. "Right on." I glanced around at the remaining chairs and such, wondering what to take next. "Any suggestions for comfy chairs?"

Annie and I shoved the last of my goodies through the portal. It had taken us somewhere between two and three hours, but I was confident that I had enough to completely furnish not only the main part of my house, but the guest parts too. I turned to her, out of breath and sure that, had I still been mortal, I'd have been a few pounds lighter from all the effort we'd just gone through. And I was far from done. I smiled at her. "Thanks for helping me move."

"Hey, it's a hard knock life unless you've got friends willing to help you out."

I smiled like a fangirl at her use of the phrase 'hard knock life' because... well, because her name's Annie. Get it? No? Okay, just me then. "Good one. Alright, I guess I'll be going then." I stepped towards the glowing portal, ready to be transported back to my back yard. Essentially.

Before I could step through, Annie stopped me. "There's a good chance you won't be right side up when you come out on the other side. Fair warning."

"I'll keep that in mind." I stopped before stepping through, turning back to her again. "See you the next time I'm in New York."

"See you then." I stepped through, leaving the warehouse like room behind me and emerging into the redwood forest I'd become so fond of. Well, Annie had been right. When I came out of the portal I was at about a 60 degree angle to the ground. And of course, I landed on my newly acquired furniture. I groaned, picking myself up off of the upside down chair I'd nearly impaled myself on. When I'd flopped over onto the ground I looked around a little more. I couldn't figure out where exactly I was, so I called my wings and flew above the tree-line. After looking for a moment, I spotted my home, sticking out like a sore thumb. I took off the jacket I'd been wearing and tied it to the nearest visible branch. I'd use it as a marker to lead me back to the pile.

I then started the arduous task of transporting each and every piece of furniture back to my house. At least I had enough foresight to land it on the corresponding floor. After almost an hour of traversing the same space so many times I lost count, I sat on one of my new chairs that was currently placed outside on my porch. To quote Shady, it felt good to sit. After a while, I got off my butt and began arranging everything how I wanted.

By the next day, my home really was a home. Looking around at my things, my things, I felt... completely independent. For the first time in forever. Like I'd told Seraphina when I'd pitched the idea for my house, I'd been mooching off people my whole life. But now I had a house, a fully furnished house. I had decorated it all by myself, and it was mine... At that point, I didn't give a rat's ass that I was all alone, I was just happy to be able to call the place mine, and really mean it.


	16. Death is the Life of the Party

It was September 2nd and I was in Niles visiting Caeden and Tanya. I hadn't told either of them about my argument with Jack, though they both new about my new place. Tanya was already talking about coming to visit for spring break. The school year hadn't even started yet and the girl was already planning for spring break. It was a little sad that my first thought was that she really had no other friends if she wanted to spend her whole spring break with someone invisible to 99% of the population. Don't get me wrong, I was flattered, but seriously? The girl needed friends.

On a similar subject, Caeden was officially dating Tanya now. I can't say I was shocked by the news, but I was pleasantly surprised by it... And of course I immediately found all of my blackmail photos of him as a baby to embarrass the crud out of him. To her credit, Tanya took it in stride. She laughed and thought it was cute, and the next day she brought over a shoebox full of _her_ embarrassing baby pictures. So all in all, that went well.

I took great pride in my matchmaking between the two of them. Very much so. Like seriously, they were meant to be together. Aside from both believing in me - which is a valid comparison, no one really knew about me, so - Tanya was enough like me, that Caeden was comfortable enough around her. And they were both geek enough to be adorkable. And they were happy, which is the one thing I could ask for my little bro to be. I really hoped their relationship didn't end like most high school romances, though. That would be a major blow to what we all had going, so... Here's hoping.

We were at Wal-Mart getting last minute school supplies - well they were, I was talking a mile a minute, like usual, following in their wake. The best thing about being invisible - and the big sister if I'm being honest - was that, for the moment anyway, I didn't feel like a third wheel. Tanya had gotten a car since I'd been gone and had driven them there. I'd asked Caeden if he felt weird that his girlfriend was doing most of the driving. He'd admitted that it was a little weird, but that he didn't have to ask mom to pick her up was a bonus. I really couldn't argue with that logic, if I was being honest.

We were debating the merit of cheapo cardstock folders versus the plastic-coated, cooler, and frankly more expensive ones when Tanya noticed someone over my shoulder and called out a greeting. "Mrs. Goodman! What are you doing here?"

"It's Wal-Mart, and we're in Niles. Like one of my friends used to say, 'you can't go anywhere without seeing someone you know'. Of course she was referring to her family." I'd frozen. I knew that voice. Hell, I knew that quote. I knew it because I was the one who used to say it. I turned around to see Megan standing there with a half-filled shopping cart. How did Caeden not recognize her? She'd been over enough times that he should know who she was! Well... she _did_ look different now... But still, he could have warned me.

I sort of tuned out to their conversation. All I really heard was that Megan was the choir teacher now. _Well, that makes sense._ And it also explained why she'd been at the school. Before I could even register what they were really talking about, the conversation was over and Megan has disappeared into the next aisle over. I just stared at where she'd been for I don't know how long until Caeden shook my arm, which woke me up enough to _realize_ I'd been staring. "Tori?"

"What? Yeah. What?"

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine." I punched him on the arm. "Why didn't you tell me Megan was a teacher at Brandywine?"

Tanya scrunched her eyebrows in confusion. "Who's Megan?"

"That friend I told you about the first time I was here. Apparently, 'Mrs. Goodman' is one of my old friends." I shot a glance at Caeden. "And lover-boy here neglected to fill me in on that when I first came back."

"I didn't know she was your friend!" He ducked behind Tanya to avoid any more punches I may or may not have intended on bestowing onto my dear brother.

"Seriously? Dude, this is the one who I not only helped move, but who I had a garage sale with, helped move _again_ and drove to work for a few months straight in horrible blizzards..." I stared at him like he'd said the stupidest thing ever... don't judge me. "How did you _not_ connect the dots there?"

Caeden peeked out from behind his girlfriend, who for her part was doing a good job shielding him. "Her last name is different and she _looks_ different."

"Yeah, she looks different, but it's still freaking Megan Coleman! Well, Megan Goodman, but still. You know what I mean." I noticed a little kid peeking down the aisle to see what the arguing was. Without thinking about it, I smiled. I was so used to smiling at people in general, kids specifically, from my former job - as well as genuinely wanting to see kids smile - that it was second nature to smile at them, even when I knew they couldn't see me.

Tanya noticed that my attention had gone elsewhere and turned to see the little girl. She smiled and waved at her with Caeden coming out from behind her to do the same. "Hi. What's your name?"

"Callie. Was' your name?" Callie brought her hand up to her mouth and started biting her nails.

"I'm Tanya. Are you starting school this year?"

Callie nodded, but before either of them could say anything more, a woman who I assumed was Callie's mom walked over and placed her hands on the girl's shoulders. "Hey! Why'd you wander off?" Callie pointed towards us with her unoccupied hand, causing the woman to take notice. She smiled apologetically at the teens who she could see. "I'm sorry if she bothered you."

"No! She was fine." Tanya smiled down at Callie who grinned back, revealing a few missing teeth.

The woman stood up, shifting her hand to Callie's, which simultaneously forced it away from the girl's mouth. Without saying anything else they walked away. Megan's appearance forgotten conveniently, Caeden and Tanya went back to their shopping. With me of course chattering away behind them. It wasn't until later that night with Caeden snoring away downstairs, that I realized that Callie had been looking at me when she'd asked what was 'your' name. And that she'd smiled _before_ Tanya had said hi. She had seen me.

Faced with that realization, I left abruptly. I left a note of course, saying that I'd be back soon-ish. I wanted to go to Jack with this batch of awesomesauce, but he hadn't apologized yet, so he was out. I needed to gush to someone - that understood the significance. Sel would have been my second choice, but she was still at the sanctuary waiting for Jack to come out and face her. I know because she sent me an update a few days prior telling me that he had managed to sneak snacks in while she was asleep. Which had only served to piss her off again. No, if I knew her, she was gonna stay parked until his scrawny butt came out waving a white flag. And I was definitely _not_ going back there until he finally got around to apologizing.

So I decided on Shady. From the times I'd hung out at Legends, I knew she was great at girl talk. Besides I was eager to tell Annie just how great the furniture went with my house. So less than an hour later I landed in front of Legends. Goliath was the bouncer again tonight and he nodded at me as he let me in. When I entered I immediately noted the fact that it was far more empty than the Solstice. I was still planning on staying far, _far_ away for the next one. I scanned the rom for Shady's fiery mane and spotted it up near the stage. I wove my way between the tables until I got close. "Shady!"

At my call, she turned her head, a half smile on her face. "Story! Yer in fer a treat, I'm off the clock tonight!" She pulled out the nearest seat, gesturing for me to sit.

As I took the offered seat I noticed that her usual attire of waitress apron over a scarlet tank top had been replaced with something far more her speed. "I can see that. By the way, I love your jacket." She was wearing the same bottoms as always, but her top was now a strapless, sweet-heart green top that flared out at the waist. Over top of it she wore a dark leather jacket with 3/4 length sleeves and padding that made it look like modern day armor. Come to think of it, it probably was.

"Thank you. This is what I usually wear, when I'm not workin' 'ere." As she spoke a tall, thin, white shadow slid into the seat on her opposite side. She turned to the newcomer. "Hey, you finish the set?"

The newcomer smiled at her before propping their feet up on the far edge of the table. In a slightly hoarse voice they answered. "Yeah. We're gonna start up again in about 45 minutes or so." He - or she, I really couldn't tell - gestured towards me. "Who's this?"

"Right, introductions. M, this is Story Tale. She's the spirit of stories if 'er name didn't give that away" She gestured from me to the reclined figure. "Story, this is Mors. Mors is death." The way she said it made it sound all commonplace. It wasn't.

"Death?"

Mors threw his - or her - arm over the back of his - or her - chair. It looked like there was no meat of it whatsoever. _Talk about skin and bones._ "Yeah. I usually go by M, Mors or Death, but you can call me by whatever name you want."

Shady leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. "M is basically any death deity you've ever 'eard of. Back when I was mortal I knew of 'im as Donn."

"You knew each other when you were mortal?" _I thought I was the only one._

"Well, yea. I mean, warriors all know that death is an all too real possibility. Most warriors believe in 'im. After I died and came back immortal M was one of the first ones to help me up on my feet, so to speak."

"Wait a minute... Aren't, like, half of death deities female?" I couldn't stop the sentence from leaving my mouth.

Mors nodded, cool as a cucumber. "Yeah. I'm them too. I'm sure you noticed my androgyny." A small joking smile appeared on his - or her lips.

"So does that make you a guy? Sorry if that sounds offensive."

Mors laughed, which immediately made me feel better. "I don't care if people think I'm a guy or a girl. I really don't. It actually makes my job easier."

"But which do you prefer?"

He - or she - shrugged. "Either... neither. Whichever you feel more comfortable calling me. That's why I go by Mors. It's a female name, but the romans always thought I was a guy, so all the drawings were of guys, while all the literature spoke of me like a girl. It's the closest to how I am."

"So... what I'm hearing is, you don't give a shit?"

"Exactly."

"Lies you tell." I shook my head while the two of them laughed.

Shady waved her hand at me. "So what brings you this way Story?"

"Oh yeah! So I was visiting with my believers back home."

"Yeah." She was nodding along in that way that shows that people are really listening, but want you to get on with it. Shady wasn't the most patient person ever, but she was willing to listen.

"And we were at Wal-Mart - they were getting school supplies 'cause schools about to start - when this little girl walked over to us. I think she saw me."

"Really? That's awesome!"

"But, I didn't feel her belief in me though, so I'm not sure if she _did_ see me."

"Some little kids can see most of us without consciously believing." Mors chimed in from where he - or she - sat. "Same thing happens with some people who are really old. Though they see me more often than anyone else." He - or she - shrugged again before swinging his - or her - feet down and standing up all in one smooth movement. "I'm gonna go get a drink, anyone want anything?"

"Diet Dr. Pepper for me."

"Got it." Mors turned his - or her - head to Shady. "Collins, Sour or the Green Fairy?"

"You know me well, my friend." She rested her head on her hand while she pondered. "I'm thinkin' Sour tonight."

"Whiskey Sour it is." Mors waved a little as he - or she walked towards the bar to get the requested drinks.

After he - or she - was gone, I turned to give Shady a look. "What the hell are Collins and the Green Fairy?"

"What?" Her outraged look made me feel like I should have known the answer without asking.

"Hey, I wasn't even 20 when I died! I've never had anything alcoholic to drink in my life. Sue me."

She pursed her lips and shook her head in disappointment, but decided enlighten me anyway. "Tom Collins is the basic Collins, which is a type of highball..." At my blank look she elaborated. "A tall drink. I personally prefer the John Collins myself, which is the Collins version of Whiskey Sour, which I'm havin' tonight. Same glass, one less ingredient."

"So what the hell is the Green Fairy? Is it some fae drink?" I honestly had no idea. I'd been by far the most tame of my friends... and that was saying something because I'm bat-shit-crazy.

"Absinthe. Green Fairy is another name for it." She said it like it was nothing.

"Absinthe?! Isn't that illegal in the U.S.?"

She lifted an eyebrow at me, giving her 'are you serious' face. "We don't really follow the laws of any country, if you hadn't noticed. And no, it's not. The absinthe ban in America was lifted over a decade ago."

"Oh, well... good to know." The jukebox song ended and for a second all was silent. If you overlooked the general din of the hundred plus immortals, that is. I looked over towards the jukebox to see that the line was only a few bodies long. "Hey, I'm gonna go pick a song or two. I'll be right back." She made a gesture that basically read 'that's fine by me' and I went and got in line. One full song later I was up at the box and ready to pick a song. I started skimming through the selections and eventually landed on one that I can honestly say, I am in love with. I hit play and strode back to my seat.

A minute or so later, Mors came back with our drinks. He - or she - set my drink down in front of me before handing Shady her orangey brown drink. Her whiskey sour, I assumed. As I previously noted, I have no knowledge of alcohol whatsoever. All I know is that beer smells horrible and therefore I shall never drink it. Ever. When Mors sat back down I noticed that his - or her - drink was clear. "What are you drinking?"

He - or she (I really needed to decide what I was going to refer to him - or her - as) - held it up a little to emphasize it. "Sprite."  
>I raised an eyebrow skeptically. "I would have thought you'd be going hard liquor like Irish over here." Shady made a sound of protest before taking a sip of her drink, therefor proving my point.<p>

"I don't drink a lot." Mors then followed Shady's lead and took a sip for him - or her - self.

"M gets drunk easy."

"And I am a very loud drunk at that. Besides, tonight we're playing so I can't be drinking, now can I?"

I took a sip of my pop myself, murmuring into the rim as I did. "Sunny does."

"He's not supposed to." Shady glanced over towards a table a little ways away. I followed her gaze and saw said immortal sitting next to the drummer who was all but knocking drinks away from him.

"Yeah, I heard about that." Mors called my attention back to him - or her. "I'm sorry for him. He has a hard time with the concept of 'no'. Doesn't know how to accept it or give it."

"Oh yeah, trust me, I noticed." I was still a little miffed about it, honestly. I mean, take a hint, seriously. Maybe if that Owen guy hadn't interrupted, then I wouldn't still be mad. Then I would have gotten it out of my system, but... You know that's always happened. Every time I get to the point where I'm thinking that I'm gonna punch this mofo in their face, someone interrupts and it dies down. Which is why I've never been in a fight. Ever. Still not sure if that's a good thing or a bad thing.  
>"Still, we're trying to cap his ego." Mors looked over towards their table.<p>

The drummer had once again taken a drink out of Sunny's hands and was glaring at him. "Hey, so who is she anyway?" I was curious about the one woman who Sunny wasn't hitting on.

"Oh, that's Gaia." Mors said it like it was no big deal. It so was. I don't care if I'm immortal now, and I don't care if I'm best friends with one of the Guardians. Hearing that the stories I'd devoured my whole life were _real_ was always going to be epic.

"Gaia? As in the earth Titaness? Grecian mythology, Gaia?" I stared at the short girl next to the glowing immortal. Aside from the flowers, I'd never have guessed.

"Sort of. They got a few things wrong of course, but yeah, that's her." Shady had by now downed half of her glass but still seemed as sober as me. Lucky.

"She's the spirit of Spring." Mors said from behind his - or her - glass.

"Like how Jack's the spirit of Winter?"

He - or she - nodded. "Yep. As far as I know they're on good terms. Except for the years that he blows up unexpected snowstorms after spring's started on the calendar."

Just then the opening chords to P!nk's _Raise Your Glass_ rang out and a wicked smile erupted over my face. My song was playing. I hurriedly took a gulp of my pop so there would be less chance of sloshing later and began dancing in my seat to the music. And of course I was singing along. "Right, right, turn off the light. We're gonna loose our minds tonight. What's the dealio?" I was bobbing back and fourth and having a grand time. I struck a pose on the line "Why so serious?" and of course I held up my glass in time with "So raise your glass if you are wrong, in all the right ways." Amid my hair flying every which way from my... well, _I_ call it dancing - though I know I can't dance to save my life - I caught Mors and Shady shooting each other a look.

Shady then looked at me. "I take it this is the song you requested?"

I didn't answer, instead I kept singing. Loudly. "Wish you'd just freak out. Freak out already. Can't stop comin' in hot, I should be locked up right on the spot. It's so on right now, so fuckin' on right now." By now the nearby tables were watching me make a fool of myself. Oh well, who gives a shit? However, I did notice that Gaia - who had started watching me - was jiving along too. Awe-some-sauce. "All my underdogs, we will never be, never be, anything but loud and nitty gritty, dirty little freaks! Won't you come on and, come on and, raise! Your! Glass!" I saw more than a few glasses raised among the crowd and many near our table. And I swear on the lines "We can always party on our own." a few others sang along as well. And most of them weren't even the drunks! Though few were in key. Shady was now dancing along with me, while Mors sat smiling and bobbing his - or her - head. And on the last 'raise your glass' the number of previous glasses had doubled. Apparently, making a fool of yourself is pretty awesome when many people do it together. I sat back, breathing hard and laughing with a smile tearing apart my face. Who says you need alcohol to have a good time?

-

After I left Legends I went back to Niles for around a week. The first week of school excitement that Caeden and Tanya were sporting had rubbed off on me. Can you blame me though, with the past few days I'd just had? Caeden was ecstatic about being an upperclassmen. Tanya, however, was the only senior I'd ever seen who _didn't_ have senioritis.

Anywho, that all died down once the weekend came, so I hightailed it home. It was still beyond cool to be able to say that and mean my own place. On the way back I made a detour to the Meramec Caverns and sat through a few of the light shows. After the shows I went a little farther in, to an unexplored area and found a good handful or two of gems and crystals and whatever, throwing them into my bag to use for jewelry later. Better to take them from the source than from the gift shop... which I had been considering. Hey, look, we've already established that I'm no saint. Technically, I don't exist anymore, so why not? But yeah, my conscience stopped me before I could so much as touch one of the ones with price tags.

So I left the caverns - which were a famous Jesse James hideout is you weren't aware - and headed back to my place. Once I hit the outskirts of the park I did a little more exploring. Honestly, I was killing time. I just felt like wandering for no reason. You know that feeling of wanting to do something but not knowing what? Yeah that was me. After a few hours of aimless wandering I finally landed on my roof. I went down into my room first and set my bag inside the doorway before heading down to the living room... Where I stopped in my tracks.

I stopped because there was a figure standing in the middle of the room with his hands in the pocket of his hoodie. Irritation flared up in me as I watched my former roommate look around at my house, appraising it. I folded my arms as I stepped down the last few stairs. "What are you doing here, Jack?" He turned around, his blue eyes wide and - for once - no smile on his face. I winced as I saw the bruises on his face and his partially swollen eye. "Ooo, what happened?"

He shrugged. "Sel was waiting." He glanced around the living room again. "It really is nice. Mother Nature did a great job."

"How'd you find the place?" I felt a little bad that he'd taken a beating from the lillend, but as I understood things, it had happened before.

"Sel showed me the way." He pulled his left hand out of his pocket and hooked his thumb over his shoulder. "She already went back." He paced back and fourth slightly, restless on his feet.

I stepped farther into the room and leaned against the nearest armchair. "So, what're you doing here?" He didn't answer at first, but when he did he was staring at the floor and mumbled. "Huh?"

He rolled his head back and sighed. "I'm sorry. Okay?" He held his arms out in a what are you gonna do gesture. "I came to apologize for the blizzard. And slicking the floor. And blowing your art around." He gestured at said pieces as he said that line. "I'm sorry for freaking out."

"You forgot making my room colder."

He rolled his eyes in response. "I'm sorry for making your room more sub-zero than usual. I'm sorry, okay?" He shoved his hands back in his pocket. "You could have told me earlier."

"And if I had, you would have sulked and given me the silent treatment, _and_ I still would have had to fight my way through a blizzard, slide across the floor and deal with everything else... And you still would have probably gotten a whooping from Sel." I'd ticked off the strikes on my fingers as I'd spoken. "Jack, I know you, and this was better for everyone involved." My irritation, though dimmed, was still there. "Plus I knew that this way you'd get over it faster." It was my turn to shrug.

He rolled his eyes again but didn't object. "Anyway, I probably would have been here a week or so sooner but I was trying to avoid Sel." He gestured to his face, a small smirk appearing. "You see how well that worked out."

I finally cracked a smile, his apology had been accepted. I chuckled a little as I went closer to take a better look at his injuries wich were already half-healed. "Looks like she did a number on you."

"Sort of." He shrugged again before narrowing his eyes at me. "And she made a point to say the last punch was for you." He said pointedly.

I raised my hands in defense. "What can I say? I was still pissed at the time. But I did tell her not to maul you, if that makes you feel better." He laughed at that and I was glad to see his smile. I'd never admit it to him, but the one thing I'd been missing about living at the sanctuary was that laugh. It just made your day better to hear it. "Hey, so how long have you been here?"

"About a half an hour." He pointed out the eastern window. "I saw you flying around and thought I'd be safer if I waited for you in here."  
>I cocked my eyebrow at him. "Safer?"<p>

He shot me a look. "The evidence of Sel's anger is written all over my face... How was I supposed to know if you'd do the same? Or worse?"

"I'm offended. I'd never beat you up no matter how much you deserve it from time to time." He shot me another look and I shrugged. "Okay, so I punch you I the arm from time to time. What can I say, I'm one of the guys for a reason." He shook his head but smiled, laughing. Yeah, I'd definitely missed that.

He gestured around the living room. "So, how long did it take Mother Nature to build it?"

"Not long. Less than a day. It took a few hours to get this part done." I glanced around at the increasing familiarity that was my house. "I personally think she could have worked faster, but she didn't want to 'strain the tree' - which she 'woke up' by the way." At Jack's skeptical look, I elaborated. "It's partially sentient now - or so she's told me. It will respond to whatever I need it to do, but can't talk or anything." I cocked my head. "Though that would be cool." I'm not gonna lie, if my house could talk to me, I'd flip my shit... in a good way. "Anyway. Come on, I'll give you the tour."

I led him around the first floor and the rest of the main building before leading him to he first of the rope bridges pain gaps been the main part and the others. Well, they weren't really _rope_ bridges, I mean they were vines and branches and living parts of the trees, but they _looked_ like rope bridges. So anyway, we crossed the first one to what was basically a guest house. Living room and bathroom on the first floor and bedroom on the second. Seraphina had grown this one a little differently, since the staircase only went up one floor. There weren't as many bells and whistles here, but hey, it was the _guest_ house. I'd displayed a few of my pieces here too, on the walls.

Next I led him over to Del's nest, as I was calling it. Jack had come to the same conclusion as I had, that Del might just be a little more social now that he had another place to crash. Last I led him to my studio, which I had just finished setting up before my jaunt to Niles, but which I hadn't properly used yet. It was around the same size as my living room, maybe a little bigger. I'd wanted enough room so I could have multiple projects strewn about without them piling up on top of each other. The center of the room was devoid of the tree trunk, this room having been built differently than the others. This one Seraphina had grown the tree outward as needed. There was a counter or ledge or whatever running around the entirety of the room, save where the doorway was of course. Most of my supplies were organized according to whatever they were used for at intervals around the room, but the few that could be used for anything - and were - were near the doorway, in what I considered the miscellaneous pile.

I'd always wanted a studio of my own. When I'd still been mortal I'd wanted it to be a room with nothing but windows, so there'd be lots of natural light and so I could paint whatever was outside, without actually _being_ outside. Especially if the weather was crappy. I could just imagine sitting in a room filled with sunlight, surrounded by easels with half painted scenes, partially sketched ideas and general chaos that is art. I'd always been obsessed with windows and light, because our house had been really dark and somewhat gloomy unless you were sitting right next to a window. Not to mention my attic bedroom had sported one window down it's entire thirty foot length... and it'd been at the top of my stairs, so the light didn't reach far. I'd always wanted a skylight in my room, but our house had never liked skylights. Every one we'd ever had leaked and generally gave us a giant headache. So I'd never gotten one.

But now I had my own place and I had windows everywhere. I loved everything feeling open and airy and... not closed off. There were no doors - except for the bathrooms - just doorways. The windows were open permanently - I really had to think up a solution for any storms or anything - as were the doorways. And because I was high enough above the main canopy of the forest, there was sunlight to spare. And the best part was, it was mine, so I could have it exactly the way I wanted it.

After we left my studio we went back to my living room for comfy chairs to sit on. I looked over at Jack, who had propped his staff near the doorway back when he'd first gotten here. "So, what do you think?"

"It's cool. Different from what I'm used to - and definitely different from Niles - but cool." He was right on both accounts. My abode was as different from the sanctuary as the Workshop was from the Warren.

"I've always wanted to build my own place. I've been planning my dream house since I was twelve." Twelve was when I'd seen the first part of what I'd always wanted in my home no matter what. We'd gone on vacation to Hawaii where we'd stayed at the condo that my grandma used to rent every summer. I think that was the last year she rented it, come to think of it. But anyway, the condo had two floors, the first had the entryway, the kitchen, one bathroom, the living room and the lanai - which is the Hawaiian version of a patio/porch/balcony. The second floor had all the bedrooms and the other bathroom. One bedroom in particular looked over the living room, was directly over the kitchen, and had a clear railing for safety reasons. Ever since I'd seen that, I'd always wanted a similar situation in my dream home. A room over the kitchen with overlooked a two-story living room.

"So I guess this is your dream house then, huh?"

"Oh, no. Not even close. My dream home was a veritable mansion with a gigantic yard, three or four floors, a game room, a theater, a huge dining room, a huge garage, and was really made for the wow factor."

"Wait a minute." He sat forward, holding his hands up to stop any comments I might have interjected. "Are you telling me you downsized? _You?_" He shot me a look riddled with skepticism. "After becoming an immortal? Knowing full well that we have the most extravagant houses in the world?"

I snorted. "I'd hardly call them the most extravagant."

He raised his eyebrows at me. "You've seen the Pole. You've seen the Tooth Palace. You've seen the Warren. You've seen Mother Nature's place. You've _lived_ at my place." He ticked off his points on his fingers. "And you say they aren't extravagant?"

"Have you seen even _one_ episode of 'Million Dollar Rooms'? 'Cause I have and those are the most extravagant homes on the planet. Immortals may have huge places, but we have t live with them for way longer... which tends to keep us from making them as gaudy as they could be. And you said it yourself, I've lived at your place. Which means I've already lived in one of the big places." I shrugged. "To tell you the truth, I was already coming to realize that I didn't want a gigantic, ostentatious house, that I really would prefer a cozy home, before I even met you. I just hadn't planned it out yet."

I looked around at the place that was as far from my dream home as anything I could have dreamed up before. "You know, I always wanted a tree house. Ever since I saw the Swiss family Robinsons when I was little. I'd planned a huge place with a different building for each room that my family could live in, with rope bridges and dumbwaiters and pulleys. A real pirate style place. Makeshift to the max." I'd actually forgotten about that time. "Of course I'd grown out of that phase like everyone else. Who'd have thought it would turn out to be the final draft?"

"Well, I'm glad you're happy with it." We sat in silence for a while before Jack voiced something that seemed to have been on his mind for a little while. "So, why'd you pick here for home base anyway?"

I knew what he was getting at. He knew I'd never been here when I'd been mortal. It was different from everything I'd ever known. Except that it wasn't. Though the area I'd grown up in had been mostly buildings that were in various states of disarray, and the spots without buildings had mostly been populated with fields and farmland... I'd always felt like I was living in a more or less wooded area. Maybe it had been the fast that there were a lot of trees on our street, maybe it was because my grandma's backyard was a mini forest, but I'd always felt like trees were home. I remember romping through the woods nearly every nice day after school. Climbing the trees that were climbable, hunting down wild daffodils, making walking staffs for myself because they were cool. There'd been one _huge_ tree that had fallen over years before I'd found it - probably from a storm or one of the few tornados we'd actually had pass through - that was a blast to climb, until the last few years I was mortal. By then it had started rotting away to the point that the footing was too treacherous to test.

So, the redwoods were like an adult sized - no, _immortal_ sized version of the woods I'd grown up in. It was natural for me to choose it for my home. Plus it was, as we've established, warmer. "The weather's less finicky than Niles, it's low risk," By that I meant that mortals would have a hard time stumbling upon it. "And I envied Maximum Ride greatly. Now that I have wings, why not go all the way and get myself a tree house?" My last statement had both of us giggling.

"Can't really argue with you there." He paused to catch his breath for a moment before posing another question. "So, why a guest house?"

I reached over and shoved him. "Unlike you, Mr. Anti-Social, I plan on having people come and visit. And those people need a place to stay. Which is why Del's got a nest over yonder." I gestured towards said nest.

"What if more than one person is visiting you at once?"

I gestured towards the trunk of the tree. "Then this bug guy will probably adjust itself. And if anything else, I've got plenty of floor space." I shot Jack a look. "This is something every girl learns when she attends or hosts a slumber party. How to fit multiple people into a limited amount of space is an art. Making sure everyone still has a clear path to the bathroom is a miracle that only a select few can perform... and by select few I mean the girls who had more than one sleep over."

Jack was shaking his head, and answered before I could ask. "Having a girl for a best friend is weird as hell."

"Same here but vice versa." To which we fist bumped. Yeah, it was good to be buds again.


	17. A Year at a Glance

Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Years had all come and gone. So had Caeden and Tanya's winter break. I was sitting in the latter's room with about a hundred college brochures and applications spread out between us. Don't ask me how, but she'd enlisted my help determining 'the first step to her future', or so she called it. Truth be told, I'd actually stopped at a few of them during my first few years as an immortal - the famous ones anyway. You know, the Ivy Leagues... and the ones known to host mad parties. So all in all, I was a good enough source of info for a handful of the places she was considering. Tanya had everywhere from Yale, to Brown Mackie, to IUSB, to SMC. No lie, I was jealous. She had way more options than I had. I'd only gone to SMC because it was a cheapo community college that actually offered a good enough degree. Not to mention my mom had all but forced me to go to college.

"So... what do you think?" She had a brochure in each hand and was inspecting them like a cop checking for counterfeit marks.

"I think you need to have a lightning round to decide between all these." I picked up the nearest pamphlet. Columbia College? Yeah, no. "What do you want to major in again?" I let the Columbia college brochure fall to the floor.

"I want to be a publisher."

"How prestigious do you want your degree to be?" Before she could answer I elaborated. "By that I mean, how much are you willing to pay?"

She raised her eyebrows, still scrutinizing the brochures in her hands. "As little as possible."

"And how far are you willing to go. Geographically speaking."

"I'd like to be close. But I wouldn't mind a bigger city." She reached out and picked up the Columbia College brochure from next to me.

"If you want close, I suggest go cheap and commute from home. It's generally cheaper than getting a dorm anyway." I plucked out the west coast colleges and stuck them all in a pile behind me. "Which leaves these guys."

"I really don't want to go away unless it's to a good school, though. But if it is a good school, I'm not going to pass it up."

I reached behind be and shuffled through the pile until I pulled out the few good colleges and put them back in the running. Then I took out all of the crap schools that were more than a state away. "How big a city are you willing to handle?"

She handed the Columbia brochure to me with a slight grimace on her face. "Smaller than Chicago. We used to go there every summer to stay with my aunt and uncle... It's too loud, too busy and too claustrophobic."

I giggled a little as I pulled away all of the options that were Chicago size or bigger. What we were left with was twelve colleges to choose from. "My suggestion now, would be to apply to all of these guys." I gestured around at the pile. "And avoid what I did."

"What did you do?"

"I applied to one college and one only. It's a good thing SMC accepts pretty much everyone." I laid back on her floor, stretching out now that there was space.

"Why did you only apply to one!?"

I understood her shock. I pretty much did the taboo by sticking with SMC only. "Because every scholarship I applied for, someone else got. My parents were pretty much broke. I didn't have Michigan Medicaid, which I assume you have. And so I was stuck with close and cheap. I refused to go to LMC so my choices were SMC and Ivy Tech. By the time came around to apply for places I was fed up with being rejected when I poured my heart out - scholarships - that I just said 'fuck-it, I'm going with the campus I've been to' and that was that." I had applied for over a hundred scholarships and had gotten zero of them. Zip, zilch, nada. And I not only got pissed off and fed up, but I was starting to feel like every other time I'd done things like that. Like nobody. Which really sucked because the way my best friend used to describe me was 'unique doesn't even begin to cover what you are', and so feeling like I was nobody, wasn't an option.

"Well, where did you want to go?"

I didn't answer at first. The funny thing was, what I'd wanted, was pretty much the exact opposite of what I got. "Anywhere but here. I'd have loved to go to California and be able to go to a college on the coast." My voice started to get more wistful as I remembered what had appealed to me back then. "Warm most of the year, larger population, more things to do..." I sat up, crossing my legs Indian-style. "But we had no money, my mom was paranoid about letting me go anywhere, and..." I shrugged, sighing. The only thing good about sticking at SMC, was that, because of it, I was here to meet Jack. I was also given my chance to be an immortal, so all in all I couldn't complain. I'd also spent a nice long time staying at costal countries the past few years to make up for it. Plus I was now living very near where I'd so wanted to go. Bonus. "So get to filling out those papers, missy!"

She chuckled lightly as she gathered up the chosen few, getting ready to give herself minor carpal tunnel. "So how's your new place?"

"Awesome. I'm starting to get excited for spring break now. I want you two to come and see it."

"About that, we might have to wait for summer for that. I can get away with saying it's a college visit, but Caeden won't be able to go anywhere that week."

"Why?" My mom had always been far more lenient with Caeden than she had with me. Being the first and diabetic tended to make her more protective of me.

"Your family's doing something that week, for Easter. He can't get out of it."

Silently I swore. I'd been excited. "Oh well, what's a few more weeks?" We were quiet for a few minutes while she filled out line after line. "So, are you two going to Prom?"

She shrugged. "I think so. He hasn't asked me yet."

"Um, you two are dating. Officially. I'd have thought it was a given."

"Well, it is, but, I mean..." She wrote more and I assumed she was concentrating on whatever it was she was writing. "I've always dreamed of when I'd be asked to my Senior Prom, you know? Sort of that Cinderella moment."

"Sap." She shot me a look before going back to her applications. "Hey, I went stag both years. Sue me." I laid back again, looking out the window upside down. "But I get what you're saying. I'll talk to him and get him to go big."

She blushed. "Well, I mean he doesn't have to make a huge deal or anything. Just ask me and make it seem planned, that's all."

"So asking you in view of most of the school would be out?"

Her blush deepened. "God, no! I mean yes! No public announcements!"

I laughed good and long at her reaction. Teasing people was not only fun as all get out, but the fact that it was my brother's girlfriend made it all the better. "So, when he does ask you, where are you getting your dress?"

She shrugged, her blush beginning to fade away. "I don't know, David's bridal? JC Penny?"

"Good choices, good choices. However, I know of a money saving plan." She looked over at me, question plain in her expression. "Ever heard of 'Princess for a Night'?"

"Maybe?"

"Free Prom dress event. Girls donate their old dresses to Ziker's and they give one dress to every girl who shows up - if she finds one she likes, that is. I got my dresses for both years there and there's a pretty good selection, if I do say so myself."

The date was now February 7th and it was a week until Valentine's Day. Caeden was freaking out. To be fair, it was his first Valentine's Day with a girlfriend, but still. "Calm down. Breathe."

He was pacing around his room all but hyperventilating. "I'm so nervous. What if she doesn't like it? What if she says no!?"

I gave him a look that he didn't notice. "Seriously?" He didn't answer, caught up in his nervous pacing as he was. I rolled my eyes and caught him by the shoulders, forcing him to look me in the eye. "Breathe and repeat after me." I waited until he took a breath and let it out. "Just keep swimming."

He gave me his 'seriously?' face and growled slightly. "Stop kidding around and help me out!"

"Yeah, that is me helping you. You need to calm down first. Valentine's day is still a week away, so just slow your roll and breathe!"

He stopped and took a deep breath obediently. "Sorry. I can't help but think I should be going bigger."

"Don't. Trust me on this one. If you go big, she'll be mortified. She wants you to ask her properly so she can have a Cinderella moment, as she put it. It's her Senior Prom, she wants to remember it fondly."

"Didn't you go stag?"

"Yes, yes I did. That alone should show my opinion on choosing your significant other wisely." He knitted his brows together. "By which I mean, you got a good one." I smiled that sibling smile that says 'I love you', 'I'm proud of you', 'Watch your back tonight', and everything in between. "And so did she." He flashed me a crooked smile. "Anyway, as I was saying..."

So I played them on both ends. I kept Tanya in the dark for the next week while funneling Caeden info on how to get the job done. So when Valentine's day rolled around and the final bell rang at the school, I was sitting on the roof with a bird's eye view of the courtyard. It wasn't as fancy as it sounded. Really it was a small square that students could eat in if the weather was good. There were a few tables and benches strewn about and a small gazebo in the north-east corner. However, at the moment it was all covered in a blanket of snow with only a few footprints visible near the door to the art room where students had gone outside to spray anything.

Caeden led Tanya by the hand out the aforementioned door, pulling her towards the Gazebo. Neither of them had noticed me yet, which was just as well. If either of them knew they had an audience, they'd be red as lobsters. Anyway, from my vantage point, which was a good one, I could see that he sat her down on the bench that ran along the walls of the structure. I couldn't help but remember how a year ago I'd seen her sitting in the exact same spot reading the book that got us on the road to where we were now. My baby bro couldn't have picked a better spot.

I watched as he knelt down in front of her, holding out a rose and two tickets to the Prom. "Tanya, will you be my date to Prom?"

She jumped up and squealed and you'd think she'd just won an award. She gave him a huge hug and a kiss which I averted my eyes for, taking the rose and her ticket from him. Afterwards they walked arm in arm back into the school so they could leave and I called my wings to me as I went for a visit down south.

A month later I was back in Niles, waiting in line with Tanya for Princess for a Night. It was a cold spring this year, so the girl was bundled up with a foam cup of coffee cradled between her hands. Whereas I was dressed in skinny jeans and a tank-top with a jacket thrown over top. She gave my the stink eye as I took a sip of the hot chocolate she'd bought me. I giggled over the rim of my cup.

"When you told me about this money saving venture, you neglected to mention how cold it would be." She shivered and pulled her blanket tighter around her shoulders. We were sitting cross-legged on another blanket she'd spread out at my insistence.

I shrugged. "The first year I did it was about the same, but the second year it was nice and warm. I didn't know what to expect."

She death-glared me. "You are best friends with the Spirit of Winter. Am I supposed to believe that he doesn't tell you when it's gonna be a long winter or not?"

"He's not the Groundhog. He doesn't know until the rodent tells him. And no, he doesn't tell me unless it's relevant."

"This wasn't relevant?"

"Apparently not." I took another sip of my drink, which was almost gone. She squinted at her watch through the darkness.

"You also forgot to mention the fact that we'd have to be up at the butt-crack of dawn to get a good spot in line." "Well, would you rather have first dibs, or slim pickings?" I'd held out one hand for each option. "Keep in mind, getting here later also guarantees a longer wait in the line." I glanced towards the entrance which we could just see as we were on the corner. Yeah, the line was wrapped around the block and the people in front of us had been there for a few hours longer than us. The ones at the front had probably come at midnight. We'd gotten here at a quarter 'til seven. "At least the sun's up." She rolled her eyes. I'd already figured out that Tanya was so not a morning person. So far she'd downed a cup of coffee and was about done with her second... and she was still grumpy. Honestly, I wasn't much of a morning person either, but I'd slept a few days ago, so morning was more of a 'whenever I woke up' sort of a thing. But I bounced back way faster than her - even when I'd been mortal. For the first half hour or so, I'd be demon spawn. Then I'd be my usual chipper self. She was still halfway between the two.

She looked at her watch again. "Yeah, but we've still been here for over four hours already."

"And we've got who knows how more to go." She groaned in despair while I chuckled. Hey, this was my third time going through this, I was allowed to laugh. Especially considering I wasn't getting anything out of it this time. "At least you've got me to keep you company." I smiled widely at her and received a stink-eye in response, which made me laugh again. A few of the other girls had shot us - well Tanya - odd looks for the past hour for seemingly talking to herself. However, she'd been smart enough to have a Bluetooth headset on and so people naturally assumed that she was on the phone. I couldn't play card games with her or anything, but we could still talk. "Hey, so have you heard back from any schools yet?"

"A few. None of the big guys, but SMC, Ivy Tech, and all the community colleges have already sent me acceptance letters."

"That's great!" I really was happy for her. I mean to have your pick of schools was awesome. However... my jealousy flared up too. For her to be able to pick and choose whatever she wanted, with almost no money worries... Well, lets just say I was keeping my personal opinions about all of this to myself. "Any ideas about which you're gonna pick?"

She shrugged. "Sort of. I want to wait until I have all of the letters in before choosing, you know?"

I nodded, keeping my green monster of jealousy's comments to myself. I noticed movement to my left and glanced towards the entrance to see groups of people beginning to pack up their various camp-sites. "Hey, line's starting to move." Tanya craned her neck to see what I had before standing up and grabbing up her blanket and wrappers and such. "There's a garbage can about ten feet away so you can get rid of most of that when we get up there." I felt bad that I couldn't help carry anything, but if anyone noticed a blanket floating mid-air... well lets just say shit would hit the fan real quick. Tanya knew the situation to, so she didn't complain, but I knew we were both wishing I was visible to everyone there - if only for convenience.

About ten minutes later we were halfway to the door as the first group of girls had been let in. From the looks of things, we'd be group three, so still a lot of choices. I turned to look at her from where I was perched on the retaining wall that ran around the building. "So, you have any idea of what you're looking for?"

Again she shrugged, though her movement was a bit more restricted now that she was essentially carrying the campsite. "I don't know, honestly. I thought I might want a ball-gown, but I'm not really a princess type. Nothing short though!" I laughed at the latter sentence. I really could have guessed that one. "Maybe a mermaid gown, or trumpet style? Nothing too slinky or skimpy."

I nodded in understanding. "Alright so shy away from dresses that look like they're made for strippers and drag queens, got it." She shot me a look at that but it was half hearted. "Any preferences color-wise?"

"No pink, no black, no yellow - no white." The amount of emphasis she put on that one almost made me ask why. I sort of guessed that it was because she was uber conservative. And no one wants the pressure of a white dress at a party - too much chance for a mess. "No patterns either." She grimaced and shuddered. "I don't understand the appeal of fully patterned, brightly colored dresses that are frankly overwhelming to look at."

"Girl, me neither. Admittedly, my dress for Junior Prom was 'patterned'," I did air quotes on patterned. "But it was a layer of tulle over top with metallic and black parts colored in, so it really wasn't a pattern per say." The line shuffled forward another twenty or so feet and we followed with it. "So green, blue, brown, gray - "

"No gray. Silver maybe, but no gray."

"Okay, silver, gold, purple, red, orange and sea-foam."

"Pretty much."

"Okay, so why no black? I get the pink and white. I kinda get yellow - I mean, you gotta have a certain skin tone to pull off yellow."

"Um. Well, I really don't look good in lots of black. And Caeden's gonna be wearing a black tux, so that would be way too much black. Also, I sort of had a goth phase when I was thirteen and I swore to myself that I'd never wear an all black outfit again."

"Understandable... Wait, you were a goth!?" I stared open-mouthed at her. Sweet, adorkable Tanya with her glasses, geek hair-cut, paint splattered attire and bubbly personality... had been a daughter of the dark? "Does not compute."

She laughed lightly. "Yeah. About that time, I got into Death-Note, and well... I liked to pretend I was a Shinigami, and that anyone who got on my bad side could end up written in my notebook." She giggled again sheepishly.

"Girl you are darker than one would at first think... No wonder we get along so well!" Now that I thought about it... Mors did remind me a little of Ryuk. Only a little, I mean Mors was way prettier and less of an ass. But give him - or her - Ryuk's outfit and expression and he - or she - could pass. They definitely had a similar body type. _I might just have to convince Mors to go as Ryuk for Halloween one of these years._ "But yep, I now understand completely."

"So what did your dresses look like?"

"Well, Junior year was metallic brown with the aforementioned tulle layer. It laced up in the back and mad spaghetti straps that I had up even though I wore a strapless bra. It was full length and was basically an A-line ball-gown. Senior year however..." I smiled wickedly. "Our theme was Masquerade and my dress definitely fit the theme. I'd wanted a black dress, maybe dark purple, but the only ones I found here that fit the bill didn't fit me. So I settled for a baby pink dress with embroidered flowers on the bodice... and then went crafter on it." She shot me a confused look. "Well, I'd found another dress with a similar color scheme - but mostly black - that was one size too small, but that we bought anyway for like $10. Well, we tore apart the other one and added a crap-ton of black details to the pink one. Where the pink flowers were went black flowers, down the back went a black strip of fabric, and along the bottom ran a thick black ribbon and a layer of black tulle peeking out the bottom. I also had these gorgeous black lace gloves and I made my mask myself because I'm awesome like that."

"You did all that by yourself?"

"Oh, no. My mom helped me." The line moved again and we were now inside the building. However, the line still stretched up the stairs to where the dresses and fitting rooms were. "Coincidentally, she was my date Junior year."

Tanya snorted. "You took your mom to prom?"

"First off, she was one of the chaperones. Second off, my mom is cool, so it wasn't nearly as embarrassing as when a guy brings his mom, sister, or cousin." She giggled as she shifted the items she was holding around a little. "Ok, strategy wise, I think you should chuck those into a corner of the fitting room before you go running for dresses. And maybe shuck off a few layers while you're still in line, just to save time."

"Wait, there's a time limit!"

"Not necessarily. But if you take too long they not so politely tell you to get a move on."

"Great." She set down her bundle as she began to unzip her coat. "Not only did I have to wake up stupidly early, but I now have to work against the clock." After throwing her coat onto the pile of blankets from the campsite she proceeded to pull her hoodie over her head. She sighed as she threw said sweater onto the pile and straightened out her t-shirt. "Any more strategy tips?"

"Go straight to the rack with your size, grab any and all dresses that look even remotely cute to you and take them all. They'll go back later anyway so it doesn't matter. Also don't be afraid to ask other girls to try on ones they've finished with. And don't waist time putting any dresses back either, do that when you're done." I looked her in the eye. "Guard your dress, the one you decide you want, with your life. Some girls are ruthless and wont bother asking if it's yours or not, they'll just take it." She now looked nervous as hell. I slung my arm across her shoulders reassuringly. "But don't worry about that. You've got me here to watch your back." I smiled at her and got a similar one in return.

By the time we got to the top of the stairs and the women running the thing were letting the girls through I'd slipped in ahead of Tanya and went to the rack with her size. I then jumped inside of it and grabbed a hold of any that looked took good to pass up, to keep other girls from taking them. When I saw Tanya's shoes appear under the rim of dresses, I hopped back out and all but threw the dresses into her arms. Once she'd gotten all the dresses that appealed to her we ran back to the dressing room and commandeered a corner for her use. She went through dress after dress after dress. While she was looking at how one fit her in the mirror I glanced around at the other girls and their discarded piles when I spotted a small pile of sparkle and chiffon. I snuck over and, when no one was looking I snatched it and tossed it into Tanya's pile. I'd seen the girl who'd tried it on leave with a dress in her arms a minute or so ago, so I knew no one was going to claim it.

When Tanya had exhausted all of the other options she tried on the dress I'd snatched and both our jaws dropped. Let me tell you, the girl could have won America's Next Top Model in that dress. "Whoa... If you don't take that dress I will disown you."

She stared at her reflection, completely awestruck. Because of the multitude of costume changes she'd taken her glasses of. As well, her hair had grown about three or four inches since I'd first met her and was now well past her shoulders. The dress was a dropped V-neck with non-stop beading on the entire torso. The skirt was champagne chiffon and just barely floated above the ground, with a mini train on the back. It was fitted to her hips where it then fall away without looking like a dress from the 80's. She looked gorgeous in it. She finally let out a breath that I swear she'd been holding. "Wow."

"That's what I'm saying." I paused, a thought coming to mind. "And I'm sure Caeden will agree." At that a slight blush covered her cheeks, but she was still staring open mouthed at her reflection too much to care. "Alright, that's enough admiring, time to change back into your normal clothes and skedaddle."

With one last lingering glance at the mirror she turned away and snapped out of her trance. "Right." She reached back and unzipped the dress, carefully placing it on the chair nearest her while she put her street clothes back on. I stood guard over the dress in the meantime. No way was I letting anyone snatch it while I was there. Once she had everything ready she picked up the dress and attempted to juggle everything to the 'check out counter' where they dry-cleaners wrapped the dress and sent her on her way. Once we got out to her car I snuck the keys out of her pocket and unlocked it for her, now that we were out of sight of prying eyes. After she tossed the campsite into the back seat and reverently hung the dress up by the hanger rack she turned to me and gave me a huge hug. "Thanks for telling me about this. And for coming with."

I hugged her back. "No problem. Alright, I'll be back a few days before Prom."

"See you then." She climbed into her car and started up the engine, the door still open a bit.

"See you." I gave her a salute as she closed the door and drove off. I watched her go for a few minutes before calling my wings and taking off.

Prom night had arrived. I'd spent most of the day helping Tanya get ready. She'd gone the full nine yards as far a beauty shit goes. She got her hair done professionally, ditto on nails. The only thing she hadn't spent money on was her makeup. That's what I helped with. I did the girl's war-paint and she looked fab. Caeden was due to pick her up in about an hour, so I left her to rendezvous with my bro. Caeden looked downright dapper in his tux. And the little bit of pocket scarf that matched Tanya's dress was the last touch. My mom was reluctantly letting him drive tonight. He had a car, but she didn't like him driving it for reasons we all knew. However, tonight was prom and he couldn't have his girlfriend driving him tonight. So she'd relented.

No my brother had not splurged on a limo, nor were they going to some fancy dinner. They were eating at Steak 'n Shake. Which is what I'd done my senior year, so I couldn't complain. Anyway, I car surfed on the way to Tanya's and slipped in her window while Caeden too the pedestrian route. I'd volunteered to chaperone the two of them of my own accord. I'd feel safer that way... plus I hadn't gone to a dance in almost a decade... I was going. So yeah, I gave Tanya a heads up and helped her with the finishing touches while her parents were downstairs keeping my brother on his toes. I ran through her checklist with her on what she absolutely needed for the night and then I ran downstairs to watch her grand entrance.

I stood next to Caeden as he was getting question after question from her dad. I couldn't help but laugh at how nervous he looked as he assured him that he'd have her home as soon as after prom was over. Whatever question her dad was about to ask next was cut off by her mom gasping. We all turned to look at the top of the staircase where Tanya stood looking like a princess. No lie. I was half expecting glass slippers. Even though I'd seen her a few minutes prior, her positioning on the stairs made it all work. I hadn't gotten one of those moments even though we had the perfect staircase for an entrance like that, but, as I'd never had a date, I'd never gotten one of those moments. For once, though, I wasn't jealous one bit.

Next to me Caeden's jaw was almost scraping the floor while his eyes were busy bugging out of his head. I heard him breathe out a 'whoa' as she carefully descended the steps. Her mom met her at the bottom of the steps, camera in hand. Tanya smiled as she posed next to Caeden, who'd managed to compose himself by then. During one of the breaks between pictures he whispered in Tanya's ear that she 'looked beautiful' and I felt so proud of my brother, and so happy that they were happy. And not to ruin the moment, but I photo-bombed the majority of their pictures. It's not their parents would notice or anything, just them. An evil chuckle filled my mind at the thought.

After they managed to escape the front-door pictures we all drove over to Riverside Park where a shit-load of other Brandywine students were also taking pictures and where parents had congregated, including mine. Caeden and Tanya posed for another hour or so with various other students and at various spots around the park. My favorite was on this one bench with gorgeous flowers growing behind it. That one I stayed out of.

One they managed to ditch the parents, everyone piled into their separate cars, and in one case a limo with about ten seniors packed into it. I car-surfed again, deciding that it was the best way to give the two of them privacy while still being able to have fun. So they pulled into the Steak 'n Shake parking lot and I followed them into the restaurant, sliding into the booth next to Tanya. I talked with them while they ate their dinner. Stole a few spoonfuls of their shakes and before we knew it the time was neigh. The whole drive to the great event was accompanied by blaring music and three singing bodies.

When we arrived on the scene, Caeden parked his car and all of us walked in together. Me a little separate, but who cares about that? I leaned towards Tanya. "I bet you win best dressed by a landslide."

"You really think so?"

"Girl, I wish I'd found a dress that fit me like that either year. You just rock it and don't pay no attention to haters." We stepped into the lights and music and general atmosphere of freedom for a night. The theme was 'grand ball' so each couple entered at the top of a staircase and got to be introduced royalty-style. I'd be lying if a few jaws didn't drop at Caeden and Tanya's entrance. All I knew was she better not loose a shoe or eat any apples tonight. "Remember children, you came together, so stay that way." I walked down in front of them and straight to the refreshment table where party mints were scattered intermittently and started popping them like pills. They'd always been my favorite part of any party.

I spent most of the night dodging bodies by swinging from the ceiling and other such stunts. When I wasn't on the move I was watching my favorite couple dance. I don't care how sappy I sound, they were magical together. They stared into each other's eyes almost the entire night and no one tore them apart. Not even me. I waited until they took breaks at one of the tables lining the dance floor before hanging with them each time. A few times I got them to request songs - some made for partying, some for slow dancing - and I joined in on the dancing during the fast and loud songs. And because no one could see me to tell me to stop anything, I belted out every song I knew, just because I could.

The longer the night drew out, the more people left the dance floor after wearing themselves out. At right around midnight I convinced Caeden to request Thriller and, just as I'd suspected, 90% of the students who'd decided to quit, got right back on the floor. I don't care what generation you're from, Thriller is timeless. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't smiling all night long.

When Prom ended and the interlude between Prom and After Prom began, everyone went wherever was open for refreshments and to change clothes. I'd made both of my believers pack a set of comfy clothes for After Prom, knowing they'd thank me later. And thank me they did. Tanya was one more step away from a blister and Caeden was tired of having his movement restricted by the formal attire. They each went into the bathrooms at the Speedway and came out looking much more comfy. Tanya was wearing capri-sweats, a t-shirt, a zip-up hoodie and sneakers. Caeden in pajama bottoms, sneakers of his own and a long-sleeve shirt with the sleeves shoved up to his elbows. I handed Tanya a hair-tie and she pulled it back into a pony-tail before throwing her glasses on, having worn contacts most of the night.

After Prom was at Riverside Park. There was a giant screen erected on the side of Wonderland Theater and a crap-ton of blankets strewn about the grass for students to sit on. There were lanterns and twinkly lights thrown up along the trees and classy tiki-torches had been set up at the perimeter of the space. It was really beautiful. Everyone was beyond happy that the weather had held up nicely. However - and I knew this from general sneaking around - the prom committee had arranged for the movies to be played inside if everything hadn't turned out peachy. After everyone was settled the first of two movies began playing.

'Beauty and the Beast', commandeered courtesy of the Wonderland staff from when it had come back to the big screen in 3D. Everyone was sporting glasses, including me. I have to say, this was the best thing I could have hoped for. I'd wanted to see it when it came out again, but at the time I hadn't had a car and everyone had been too busy to take me. So I'd missed out. But the fact that I could see it now was enough for me. Caeden and Tanya had chosen a spot closer to the back, right under a tree which I sat in to watch the film. I was close enough to chat, but far enough away that I wasn't blocking any potential cuddling. Yeah, potential cuddling was definitely happening. The second movie was a newer Disney movie that had come out about a year back and was closer to two hours long. I had seen it at the premier - next to the stars might I add - so I knew the whole story. However, outside, with the lights, it was all the better.

About an hour before the sun was set to rise, After Prom ended and everyone sleepily shuffled back to their vehicles. I was the sole being who wasn't yawning and attempting to keep my eyes open. This time I rode in the car, lest the driver nod off on the way back. Caeden dropped off Tanya before heading home, his windows rolled down and music blasting to ensure he stayed awake. When he pulled in the driveway and killed the engine he turned to me sleepily, leaning over to hug me before climbing out of the car. "Goodnight, Tori."

"Good night, Bud. If mom tries to wake you up early, refuse. You earned sleeping in until dinner." He chuckled sleepily as he fumbled with the lock on the front door. Only after he'd closed it behind him and I heard the lock click again did I call my wings and disappear. Even if they some day forgot me and every fun time we'd spent together, at least I'd remember.


	18. Memories in the Making

I was at Tanya's graduation, sitting next to Caeden in the bleachers. She was in the top ten, but not any of the big names. You know, valedictorian or salutatorian. The girl was loaded down with cords and decorations. I couldn't be prouder. Among her awards was a certain scholarship that I knew firsthand that she deserved. Yep, I mean mine. Right now she was sitting with the other graduating seniors while the principal was giving a long - and a little bit boring - speech. Part of me wanted to be running around doing whatever I wanted, if only to make Caeden and Tanya giggle. But I wasn't gonna make a mockery of the event.

Back when I'd graduated it hadn't been a big deal to me. Not really. I mean, I'd switched schools often enough in previous years that it was more of the same. I was going from one school to another so I hadn't paid it any special attention. Tanya was taking it differently. To her, graduation was the most important moment of her life so far. Aside from finding out that immortals were real, of course. She was taking this dead seriously and I wasn't gonna ruin the moment by being a goof. I'd save that for later.

The principal had finished his speech and the names were being called. Tanya was near the middle of the list so there were a good few rows of students in front of her. This year's graduating class was around 120 kids... which was about 40 more than mine had been. Yes, I had a graduating class of 80 kids. Brandywine is a small school, and had been for longer than I'd been alive. I didn't see that changing any time soon. Tanya finally got up to the stage with one kid in front of her. When her name was called I could see the nerves on her face. She walked across the stage stiffly until she was standing in front of the principal. She took the diploma in her left hand and shook with her right before shooting her mom a grin and stepping off the opposite side of the stage and taking her seat. She cradled the roll of paper in her lap like it was made of gold, even though it was only the false diploma. She'd get the real one before joining everyone outside. But still, if the fake one was that reverent to her, she was probably gonna have the real one in an airlock.

Before long the ceremony was over and the families were gathered in the courtyard outside waiting for the grads. I hung out inside and waited for her to emerge from the back hallway with the real diploma. When she came around the corner, tassel swinging in her face, it was with a wide grin featured. I slung my arm across her shoulders as she came alongside me. "I'm gonna guess by the grin that you're ecstatic."

"Yes! Oh my God, high school is over!"

"And college awaits." In the end, after all the letters came back and she got major sticker shock, she had chosen SMC. "You over your nerves?"

"For the ceremony, yes. I kept expecting something to go wrong, like tripping as I crossed the stage." She grimaced.

"At least they called your name when they were supposed to. When it was my turn, they skipped my name and I ended up going last."

Her eyes widened in shock. "No! Oh my God, if that had happened to me I'd have died of embarrassment." She held her hand up to her forehead, still grimacing. "Suddenly, tripping doesn't seem like such a bad thing." The both of us giggled before I broke away from her as we were drawing near the crowd of people. Tanya went over to where her parents and Caeden were and started showing off her diploma to them. I climbed up on top of the gazebo to avoid the mass of bodies and to have a better view. After all the grads had entered the courtyard, the principal started a countdown. When he got to zero, all the grads threw their caps. More than a few landed on the roof of the school. I knocked down the ones that landed on the gazebo as discreetly as I could, but left the owners of the caps that landed on the roof to fend for themselves.

As Tanya and her party started weaving their way out of the crowd towards the doors, I hopped up onto the roof of the school and went towards the front doors. When they emerged I jumped down and followed at a minor distance. They all piled into the car and started driving away, me sitting on the roof. After a few minutes they pulled into the Prime Table parking lot and all piled out of the car. I jumped down as Tanya took off the gown and stowed it in the car, underneath which she'd been wearing a dress that she really didn't look comfortable in. Not that the dress looked uncomfortable, but Tanya wasn't the type of girl to wear lots of 'girly' clothing. A smart move on her part had been to wear flats instead of heels. If she'd been in both a dress _and_ heels, it wouldn't have been pretty. Then she might actually have tripped on her way across the stage.

Her parents went in first while the two of them lingered outside for a moment. I gave Tanya another hug. "You look great in that dress, try to exude more confidence in it."

She chuckled as we broke apart. "I'll try."

I leaned towards Caeden, giving him a sideways hug and ruffling his hair. "Hey!"

I shrugged. "I'm still your sister. It's what I do." I waved at the two of them. "I'll be back in a few weeks." I gave them my version of Jack's trademark grin before beginning to call my wings. "And then you two can come and see my pad." Both of them were laughing as I gave them a mock salute and soared away.

On June 20th I found myself sitting in a plane. An _airplane_. I never thought I'd have that experience again. Caeden and Tanya were flying to San Francisco and then taking a bus to Sequoia National Park. I was gonna ride the whole way with them, if only to help them relieve boredom. But damn, I was on a _plane_! I was sitting in the aisle while they had the two seats in the right row. We'd been in the air for four hours already and we still had half of one to go. I'm not gonna lie, I thought it was an inconvenience. I could cover the distance in less than half the time on my own. If the wind was giving me a push it would take maybe one hour. But, I couldn't carry them and the winds didn't buoy mortals around, so it was either take a plane or drive, and neither of them had wanted to drive cross country.

So, plane it was. All in all I couldn't complain. At least I hadn't had to pay for a ticket. However, I _had _spent the past few weeks getting my place ready. You know, stocking up on food and such things for the mortals. They'd still have to climb the stairs, but that was the best I could do. I'd also had the tree that occupied the guest house form another bedroom temporarily so they could each have a room. It's not that I didn't trust them to share a room, but... they were teenagers, and they were dating. I wasn't stupid. If they wanted to share a room, fine by me, but I wasn't gonna force them to.

They'd decided on a night flight so they could at least sleep on the way over. Which was smart of them. At the moment they were conked out and snoring. Well, Caeden was snoring. Loudly. Tanya's was more like thick breathing. I decided that I could have more fun in first class, seeing as no one would be able to kick me out. As I stood up I noticed that, while they were sleeping, they were holding hands. "Aw! Lovebirds." They were so adorable! Even asleep with their mouths hanging open and making the most noise in this corner of the cabin they were the cutest couple.

I made my way towards the cockpit until I found the first class lounge. _Damn!_ Oh... my god. It was beautiful! And that was my poor half speaking, not my artist side. My artist side was saying that it was ugly as fuck, but the rest of me was marveling at the sheer amount of luxury all in one place. "Oh my god..." I walked down the aisle like a zombie, no lie. I eventually spied an empty seat that looked like no one had claim of it. Yeah, it was mine now.

I plopped down in the seat, reclining it fully and turning on the personal viewing screen to watch _my choice_ of programs. There wasn't time for a movie but this part of the plane had a hookup for freaking _youtube_! So yeah,... I sort of spent the rest of the flight watching videos in a vibrating chair. And _nobody_ noticed. _Not once. _Yeah, if I ever had the chance to fly in a plane again, I was spending the whole time up here, just sayin'.

When the plane started descending I reluctantly made my way back to business class where Caeden and Tanya were still out. I shook them awake and spent the last few minutes of our descent chatting with them. When the plane landed - being the daredevil that I am - I stood the whole time. It was a little bumpy, but nothing like riding the winds. And so I wasn't phased. When the flight attendants opened the door I jumped out before everyone and waited for my people at the gate - out of the line of people of course. When Caeden and Tanya _finally_ walked out of the ramp I joined them in the wake of people moving towards the baggage claim. Since it was still nighttime here - for a few more hours anyway - there weren't as many people as during rush hour, so I didn't have to bob and weave as much to avoid being walked through. When we finally got to the baggage claim, as the lovebirds were waiting for their bags, I rode around the conveyor belt. Don't judge me, I'll bet everyone and their mother has had that fantasy. No way was I passing up a golden opportunity like this! When I'd gone through about five times I finally saw that they had all of their bags and climbed off.

Instead of hailing a cab and wasting their money, we walked to where I knew the nearest bus station was where they bought tickets for the next one running into the park. While we waited for said bus, neither of them really closed their eyes. They were too busy taking in all the sights of my side of the country. The only time Caeden had ever been here was when he was two years old and too young to remember. Also, we'd never left the airport that time, we were only switching planes. I didn't think Tanya had ever been there, but I was sure it was never with this type of trip in mind.

When the bus pulled up the _three_ of us climbed on. Yep, I was riding the bus too. I took an empty seat, ready to move if the need arose. As the bus rumbled away, the sky gradually got lighter. The trip to Sequoia National Park was three hours long, so morning would be in full swing by the time we got to my backyard. Just like on the plane, Caeden and Tanya fell asleep - again, holding hands. I couldn't help the smile on my face when I saw them together.

It wasn't just that they were a cute couple or that I wanted to see them together - because lets face it, I was a bit biased on the subject. It was the fact that they had what I'd always wanted. When I looked at the two of them, I could see the high school relationship I never had. I saw the boyfriend I never found. I saw two people who fit together so well that no one could deny them each other. And even though a small part of me was jealous that they'd found it and I was still riding solo, more of me took it as a sign that I'd eventually find the other end of my red string. The only question was, how long? _Who gives a fuck? You've got eternity._ Point one for inner voice. It was right. One great thing about being immortal was that I had time to wait. There were no guarantees that I'd be patient, but I could wait. That was one thing I'd always prided myself on, waiting. While other girls in my grade were switching boyfriends each week, I was switching books. While other kids were breaking up and making up, I was busting out a drawing or short story. While others' highest priority was finding someone to claim as their boyfriend or girlfriend, I was waiting for the person who I didn't have to claim, who'd just fit.

And I was still waiting. And a small part of me couldn't help but worry that I'd never find them. Beside me, Caeden snored and Tanya shifted in her sleep to rest her head on his shoulder. A smile crossed my face. _If my bro could find someone in his backyard, then I can find someone in the world._

Three hours later the bus screeched to a stop in front of the information center and the two visible bodies in our trio stumbled off of the bus sleepily. About an hour back I'd opted to ride on the roof once it began to get crowded. I landed next to Caeden and started pointing them in the right direction. They went inside and got passes and a map and other necessities like that while I waited outside. When they came out, juggling their luggage, the map, and a few snacks, I took the map off of their hands and pulled out a pen to circle the location of my tree.

"Okay, so, once you start getting close, you're gonna have a strong feeling of turning back. Don't, it's just means my wards are working right. Just keep going until the feeling goes away. When you get to where this X is," I pointed at the X I'd placed on the map to mark where my tree was exactly. "You're not gonna see my house, that's still my wards. When you get there, I'll come down and show you in from the inside, which is the only way you're gonna know where the entrance is." I pointed to one of the trails that were clearly marked on every map. "This trail will take you most of the way. Then you're gonna want to look for this little trail that most people pass up which will take you to the general vicinity. But none of the trails come all the way, so you're gonna have to wing it from there." I handed the map back to Caeden, who had a free hand. "If you guys get lost, send me a note and I'll come help." The entire time I was giving the instructions, I received nods from the two of them. "I think that's it. I guess I'll see you guys there, then." I started to walk off, but turned around at the last minute. "Give me your heaviest bags."

"Why?" Tanya said around a granola bar that was breakfast.

I rolled my eyes. "Becaaauuuuse, I'm gonna take them there for you guys." I glanced around, pointedly showing that we were alone enough that no one would notice. "C'mon, hand 'em over." I held out my arms. After a few minutes of deciding which of their bags to give to me, I was loaded down. I once again gave them a salute and called my wings. Within minutes I was at my place.

I immediately went to the guest house and deposited the bags in the living room there before heading to the kitchen to make sure everything was put away in easily accessible places. After that was done I went outside and sat on my porch, looking out at the landscape. It was then that I noticed that the handrails I had were not the safest looking. And the fact that my bridges had no guardrails whatsoever hadn't phased me until that moment. _Shit._ I wasn't about to go gambling their lives just because I was a daredevil.

_ Well, time to get my tree to wake up again._ I stood up and set my hand against the wall. "Hey, buddy, wake up." A number of branches quivered in response. "Think you can reinforce the handrails on the porch? And _build_ some for the bridges?" As soon as I'd finished speaking, shoots of green bark were beginning to form railings along the bridge nearest me. I watched as more vines wrapped themselves around the existing handrail of my porch, almost looking like they were strangling it. Once everything had stopped I lightly patted the wall. "Thanks big guy." I walked over to test the new safety features, shaking the railings as hard as I could. Well, maybe not _as_ hard, but pretty hard regardless. _Perfect._ Now that my minor worries had been addressed, I could relax and wait for them to show up.

It wasn't long before I felt the shudder that were my wards warning me of 'intruders'. I smiled, wondering if they remembered to push through or if they'd turn around. I turned my gaze to where they should have been and sure enough, there they were. Tanya was holding the map now while Caeden looked over her shoulder. Both were staring at it confusedly and I saw my wards in action. A smile crossed my face as I shook my head, laughing. "Come on, it's not that hard." I stopped, having thought of something. Both of them had at least basic common sense. Not to mention they weren't nearly as reckless as me. In every horror movie, when you get that moment of 'maybe we should go back', the ones that do, survive. I was basically asking them to be the person everyone screams at to not 'go into the basement' or what have you. "Okay, so maybe it's a little hard." I shrugged. If they _did_ turn around, I could always head down and lead them by the hand if need be. The only reason I hadn't in the first place had been because I'd wanted them to be able to find their way on their own. They were big kids, they could navigate.

Turns out, they were smart enough to push on. Tanya took one last glance at the map before angrily folding it and shoving it into one of her pockets. With a determined look on her face she started leading Caeden right towards my tree, more or less. A few minutes later I saw huge smiles cover their faces and I knew they were through the outer ward. "Well, time to head down." I said it mostly to myself. However if the big guy was listening then I was saying it to him to.

I got up off my chair and walked towards my little used staircase. I usually flew up - walking up a few thousand stairs wasn't on my list of 'fun things to do'. But this time I was gonna have to. As I began the endless spiral descent, I couldn't help but feel a little dizzy. I was, after all, walking in circles. I stopped for a minute to shake my head and re-gather my semblance of balance. Once I was back in the saddle, per say, I resumed my descent. When I finally reached the bottom I could hear the two of them tromping around outside. "Where is it?"

"I don't know, I can't see it."

"Maybe we should send her a note?"

"She said she'd come and show us the way in."

"I know she did, but she's not here."

I finally got to the warded 'front door', which was just an opening that only immortals - or mortals who'd passed through it - could see. I stuck my head out and looked around until I saw them. They were standing about ten feet away, hopelessly looking around. "Yes I am." As they both whipped around in alarm, I placed a huge smile on my face. I waved them over, knowing full well that I looked like I was sticking out of solid tree. "Come on!" With only minor hesitation, the two of them carted all of their things with them towards me. When they got there, both of them hesitated. I gave them a look. "Really?"

Caeden stepped forward first, hesitating before taking the plunge and stepping through. Tanya followed suit, though after seeing Caeden pass through so easily she didn't hesitate. Once they were both inside I pulled my head back in and turned to lead them upwards. I took most of their remaining luggage off of them, just to make the climb easier on them. When we got somewhere between half and a third of the way up, they had to stop and rest. I took their bags up and put them in the guest room with the rest before going back down to accompany them the rest of the way.

Just like when I took Jack to Fun FX, I walked out first so I could see their reactions. So I found myself standing in the middle of my living room as they stepped out of the staircase with wonder on their faces. "Oh wow..." Both sets of eyes had gone straight to the doorway that lead to the porch... and the view beyond it. Tanya's jaw was hanging wide while Caeden pushed past her in his mad dash for the porch. Caeden ran into the railing, eyes wide as he took in the view. Tanya was a little slower and a tad more awestruck in her approach of the outside. I followed them out, taking in their reactions with a smile. Yeah, I may have downsized my original dream home, but I still got the wow factor with the location. Caeden was looking out while Tanya was looking down with a death-grip on the railing. "Did we really just climb that far?"

I nodded. "Yep, sorry about that by the way. I don't have an elevator or anything. The only reason I have those stairs are for people who can't fly or teleport up." I let them take in the view for a few more minutes before breaking them out of their trances. "Why don't I show you guys where you're gonna be bunking?"

"I'm gonna... keep... keep looking... for a while." Tanya said it sounding distracted and distant. Which made sense as she didn't look away from the view as she spoke.

"I'll come." Caeden broke his gaze away with far more ease. I waved him towards the bridge that lead to the guest house and crossed it ahead of him.

We entered straight into the living room and I gestured at the pile of baggage. "I figure I'll let you guys choose which rooms you want, so I left your shit here."

"Room_s_?" He raised an eyebrow at me.

"If you guys want to share a room, so be it. I offered." I glanced around. "However, if you guys _do _decide to share then tell me so I can let this guy devolve itself." I hooked a thumb towards the visible tree trunk.

"What do you mean 'devolve itself'? What, like it's alive?"

"Trees are all alive." I'd said it to be a smart ass, and Caeden knew it. Which is why he gave me a similar look to the one I'd given the two of them at the base of my tree. "But no, its more like it's awake. It will change according to the needs. So will the big guy over there." I gestured towards the main tree.

"Awake? Can it talk?" He sounded too excited for his own good.

"No, but I admit that'd be awesome! No, none of them can, but the big guy kind of shakes a few branches whenever I start talking to it to show it's listening. I think it's listening." I shrugged. "Nature isn't my area of expertise. I'm just happy that Mother Nature woke them up for me, otherwise she'd be here every other month to help me adjust things." I laughed at the notion. No lie, if Seraphina had to stop by that often, she'd probably be arriving on storm clouds instead of warm breezes.

Caeden nodded in confirmation. "Okay. So, rooms? Where are they?"

"This way." I pointed towards the stairs and tromped on ahead of him. Over my shoulder I said, "The first room is the one that's permanent, that's this one." We'd reached the next floor and I gestured in at the room. It was big enough for two, as was the bed. But like I said, I wasn't gonna force them. "The other room's one flight up." I pointed upwards. "I will let the two of you decide if you want to bunk together or not, but like I said, let me know." We both headed back down to the main level and walked back to the main part of my house. Tanya was still staring down, vice-grip still active. Now that I was closer I saw that she was shaking slightly. "Hey, you okay?"

She blinked, leaning back a bit before tearing her gaze away from the ground. "Yeah..." She wavered a little and Caeden reached out an arm to steady her. "Just got a bout of vertigo there, that's all." She shook her head a little before giving the ground one more cursory glance. She turned her gaze to my brother. "Hey, so what do our rooms look like?"

"Well, we have an option there." He glanced at me, a blush growing on his face.

"I'll leave you two to discuss it. When you decide, I'll be in my studio, which is across the other bridge over yonder." I pointed towards where I knew said bridge was, even though they couldn't see it. I waved at them before walking around the porch and crossing over into my studio. Depending on how long they took to decide, I might be able to get a little bit of work done on my current project, which was Jack's and my Halloween costumes. We were going trick or treating with Jamie and Sophie this year. After the teen had heard about how we'd done the same with my guys the year before last, Jamie had strong-armed Jack into promising to make the rounds alongside him in Burgess. Jack had then cashed in that IOU from Christmas two years ago, basically forcing me to go too. Not that I minded. In fact, I was excited, this would be my first year candy gathering in unfamiliar territory.

I went over to the pieces that were strewn about here and there. Parts of my costume were jumbled up with parts of Jack's costume. Pins were sticking out of everything. Half completed items were thrown in with pieces that hadn't even been started. Most people would say that my work space needed organizing, but I managed perfectly with this clutter. I'm a little bit of a packrat, and I never inherited my mom's neat-freak gene. Through chaos I derive order. I knew where everything was in my mess and there _was_ a system... I just couldn't explain it. In any case I grabbed the simplest item on my Halloween costume to-do list and went to work.

I'd finished a good chunk of work when I heard two sets of footsteps thumping on the bridge. I got to a place where I could stop and started packing up the supplies I'd strewn everywhere as I'd worked. Tanya entered first, knocking on the doorway as she did. "Hey - whoa. What happened in here?"

I looked up from the piles of fabric scraps that surrounded me to see a bewildered expression on two faces. "Just a project I'm working on. So, you guys figured it out?" I folded the last of the larger pieces, placing it back on the table shelf.

"Yeah, we're gonna share a room." I stacked the last thing back on the table shelf as I turned to see both of them were blushing.

I smirked at them. "You sure about that?"

Tanya's blush deepened, but her determined - and stubborn - expression said that she didn't want it to. "Yeah."

"Well, alright then. I should probably let that one go back to normal then." I strolled past them as I made my way to the guest house once more. When I got there I once again laid my hand against the wall. Looking up towards the third floor that was soon to be no more, I spoke up once again. "Hey, you can nix the second bedroom, buddy. Sorry to have had you make it for nothing." With no other sign of having heard me, the tree - or at least the third floor - began to collapse on itself. After what was around two minutes, the faint trembling of the tree subsided and I knew there were now only two floors in the guest house. "Thanks." I turned around to see two jaws almost hitting the floor. I couldn't help but laugh. "You guys should have seen it when we were first building the place. Weirdest shit you'd ever have seen."

Tanya and Caeden ended up staying with me for two weeks. During that time, we spent a lot of it just talking. Most night they stayed up late and the three of us stargazed on the roof. Once they even managed to see a passing stream of Sandy's Dreamsand. We went hiking a few times, something I actually hadn't gotten around to doing yet. We even went swimming at one of the lakes. It was the most fun I'd had in a while. Normal fun, that is. Magic fun is a different category in my mind. It was really nice.

You know, I'd never tell them this - or anyone else for that matter - but I was trying to make it harder for them to forget me. I thought that, the more fun and impossible things we did together, the harder it'd be for them to ever believe that I never existed. I knew it was gonna happen someday. They'd stop believing in me. I knew it was coming so I was more or less ready to accept it, but I had no idea how far off that time was. Or how near. So I'd decided that, in the time I spent with them, I was going to try and make it unforgettable. I didn't know if it would work or not, but I was going to try my damned hardest while I could.

Now we were all back in Niles. Caeden was working at his summer job, incidentally, the same place I once worked before I became immortal. Tanya was heading up to Freshman orientation at SMC and had asked me to come along, as I knew the way. I was riding shotgun with the windows rolled down and my hair flying every which way. Tanya had the same problem as she'd kept growing out her hair. It was now almost to the middle of her back, though the purple streak had stayed. She'd taken to wearing contacts more of the time now, and had left her glasses at home, so her eyes were far more prominent now than I was used to. One of the top 40 songs was playing and the two of us were singing at the top of our lungs, in part to be able to hear ourselves over the wind and the radio, but mostly because we just felt like it.

When the song ended and we took a minute to catch our breath, it was with gigantic smiles on our faces. Tanya reached out and turned down the volume so we could talk without screaming. "So when do I make the turn?"

"There's a sign that points the way, but you'll know it because the road is horribly bumpy right before the intersection."

She shot me a slightly annoyed look. "So you had me go this way knowing full well that the road sucks?"

"Where you're coming from, this is the quickest way. I'll have you take the other way when we head home, so you know the two main ways of getting there."

"Yeah, sure." The smile she flashed me betrayed her joke.

I stuck my tongue out at her in response. I turned to gaze out the window at a view that was almost as familiar as my reflection. It was a little different sitting in the passenger seat, but aside from that, not much had changed. It was still mostly farmland, with a few buildings and trees dotting the landscape here and there. I could probably navigate it with my eyes closed, if I was really trying. Today was really beautiful. Perfect weather. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping. You know, all that cliché nonsense. And the temperature on this fine July day was in the high end of the seventies, so we were both dressed in tank-tops and shorts.

"We're getting close, it should be the next road. And we turn left." We'd just passed over a tiny bridge that spanned a creek. Across the road was a barn with cows and goats and chickens all out and about in the same pen. _That hasn't changed at all._

"Alright." Just as I'd predicted, the road got beyond rough right about then, and Tanya's grip on the wheel tightened as she began to swerve around the potholes. Years ago I'd read something online that had made me laugh at the time, but was 100% true. Sober drivers in most of the world drive in a straight line, while drunk drivers swerve all over the road. In Michigan, however, it's the drunks that are driving straight. The sober people are crossing over the line and driving on the grass to avoid potholes in an attempt to save their tires. Trust me, I was one of them. But that quote still held true to this day, as Tanya was proving.

We made the turn and the road instantly smoothed out as we started uphill. "Alright, you take this road straight forever until you hit Mathews, where there'll be a sign pointing you to the Cherry Grove entrance."

"And we're on Daily now, right?"

I nodded in confirmation. "Right."

"A lot of people have told me that Daily is horrible to drive on." I was about to interject when she cut me off. "In the winter."

"Yes and no. It's just as bad as all these other back-roads, but because most of the space on either side is farmland, the wind just blows the snow off of it. The only area you really need to watch out for it the intersection with Pokagon. That's where all the accidents are." I was watching out the window as I spoke. We were nearing a certain flashing light that I hadn't seen in eight years, and hadn't really longed to return to if I'm being honest. Part of me wanted to ignore it completely, but I knew I wouldn't be able to. Just like Jack couldn't look away from that spot of the pond, I wouldn't be able to tear my gaze from the drop off.

Tanya saw my expression. "Hey, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm... fine." She pulled to a stop at the light and my eyes shot directly to a cross that had been erected next to the church there. How much irony was there in the fact that I'd died next to a church and cattycorner to a graveyard?

"Do you want me to pull over or something?" She was giving me a very concerned look.

"No, can we just keep going please?" I pointed ahead and she reluctantly pulled forward, shooting the cross a cursory glance as we passed it.

When we cleared the trees her eyes widened in surprise and she glanced back towards the intersection. Then she shot me a look that was a mix of shock and anger. She set a determined expression on her face and pulled into the first driveway we came to, about to turn around. "That better not be what I think it is, Story."

As she pulled back out onto the road and shot back towards the light, part of me was panicking. But just as much of me calmly accepted the fact that she was going back to look, and nothing I said or did was going to stop her. She pulled to a stop and leaned over me, trying to see the picture pinned to the cross. When the car behind her honked she pulled into the parking lot across the street from the church and climbed out of her car, slamming the door behind her. As she stormed off towards the cross I slowly unbuckled my seatbelt - which I'd only worn out of habit - and emerged from the car. I calmly followed her across the street.

When I got to her, she was staring wide-eyed at the cross. It stood about three feet high and sported a picture of my nineteen year old self, back when I'd been mortal. There were a few strings of beads and flowers and such hung around the top of it and a laminated piece of paper with some sappy crap that I could care less about, but which ended with 'may she find peace in heaven.' When I read the last line I snorted, shaking my head. I started walking a little ways away from her. If I came this far, I might as well go the whole nine yards.

"This is where you died." Tanya said from behind me, still staring at my picture that was faded from the sun.

"Yep." I stepped over to the trees, staring down the drop to where my car had crashed that night.

"Why didn't you tell me!" It wasn't a question. She finally tore her eyes off of it and ran over to me. I didn't answer as I started climbing down the slope, hanging on to the trees as I did. Even after eight years, the path my car had carved was still visible. There were new trees there by now, but they were all way smaller and far younger than the surrounding ones, which gave it away. I finally set foot on flat ground and I hesitated. It didn't matter that the sun was shining and that it was the middle of the day. In my mind it was once again a storm at six o'clock and there was half frozen rain falling.

I heard Tanya crash through the trees behind me as she came to a stop next to me, glancing around for something she couldn't see. For something that I couldn't overlook. "Story, why didn't you tell me? We could have gone another way."

I walked forward, not even caring about the mud that was squishing up around my shoes. I then reached the spot where Jack had pulled me to after he'd shown up. "I haven't been back here since it happened." I looked up through the trees. Though it was day time, I could still see the moon glowing brightly in my mind. "I think part of me wanted to get it over with." I looked over at her. "You know, instead of actively avoiding it." I looked around at a place that could have been beautiful if events of the past hadn't marred it for me. I laughed once, a mirthless smile crossing my face. "I'm so morbid."

"No, you're not." Tanya walked over to me, her flip-flops in her hand so she wouldn't loose them. "I'm having a hard time believing that you're taking it as well as you seem to be, though." She stopped in the same place where I'd been trapped in my car.

I shrugged. "It's been eight years. Besides, I wasn't scared or anything when it happened." I glanced up at the church, once again noting the irony that none of those people had come to help me. "And I became immortal, which was more than I could have ever hoped for." I finally looked her in the eye. "I'm okay, really." My gaze fell to the ground at our feet, where I could make out the impression my car had left. "Now that I've seen it, I'm good."

"Are you sure?" She was concerned once again and I couldn't help remembering the one and only time she'd seen me crying. And I hadn't even been crying then, I'd stopped a few minutes before she'd walked in. _She really is a good friend._

"Yeah, I'm sure."

"Okay." She looked around a little, no doubt trying to see what I did. "So, you good to go?"

"Yeah." I shoved my hands in my pockets as we walked back to the drop and began climbing up. "Hey, if orientation doesn't last too long, I can sow you the best ice cream place in all of Michiana."

She giggled genuinely. "Sounds like a plan."

"Oh, but they only take cash." She rolled her eyes but laughed anyway. I laughed with her, glad I'd finally confronted that last loose end.


	19. The Great Prank War

I was spending the days leading up to Halloween in Burgess. I had believers there now, so I _had_ to make regular appearances, didn't I? Jack was hanging out there too, though we weren't spending every moment together. Jamie and I had a little bit of a deal where I'd take Sophie off his hands for a little while each day, which was fine by me. She was awesome, and a really good artist. They both were, but Sophie was just a little more... spontaneous with the way she painted. I had a feeling that if she ever decided to pursue it as a career, she'd be into abstract. Jamie, on the other hand. He was definitely gonna be a concept artist, if he ever chose to pursue it. Right now he was still on the fence as to what he wanted to go in to. He still had another year to decide, being a Junior this year.

Right now I was taking a walk through the park. Jamie had just picked up Sophie and Jack was playing a game with a bunch of kids a little ways away so I had some time to myself. I was heading for the woods. My last time there I hadn't really had a chance to look around, as Jack had been chasing me. I wanted to be able to catch my bearings next time. Yes, I said next time. With Jack as my friend, there was bound to be a rematch eventually. Plus, it was _the woods around __Burgess_. Just as the town itself was famous, the woods were more so. If only for the fact of what they held. Jack's pond being the most prominent of those things.

I won't lie, I was planning on checking it out again. Summer was still lingering around, though Jack assured me that the cold was gonna be arriving in the next few days. But the breeze was still warm and the sun was shining... so the chances of me imagining ice covering the pond were slim. I still felt bad about leading Jack there the last time, but I hadn't known. The problem was, I was still curious... which is why I was heading there while Jack was otherwise occupied. I wasn't about to pester him with questions about something I was sure he'd rather not talk about. Even if I hadn't had that bad of a time dying, how Jack had was far more traumatizing. I wasn't stupid.

As I entered the trees I had a moment where I thought I should tell Jack about my intentions then. _He's a big boy. I'm a big girl, I don't need to tell him everything I do._ Right, another point for inner voice. If it came up, I'd tell him. It's not like he told me to stay away from it. I was fine.

The woods were really beautiful. They showed fall in it's full glory. Every tree was some shade of red, orange or yellow, as was the ground from all the leaves that had fallen. I felt like I was walking through fire. The leaves crunched under my feet as I walked the same route I'd run two years ago. The fiery colors threw me off a little, but I could still navigate it well enough. I wondered if this was the same route Jack and his sister had taken when they went ice skating, if not that day, then another. _What's it like for Jack to see kids playing there?_ Knowing him, he'd make sure they were having fun first, while making sure they were safe at the same time.

Eventually I got to the clearing that the pond occupied. The shock of blue amongst the warm colors of the trees was a stark contrast. I stared at what was to me the most infamous pond in the world. Had it been easier for Jack to look at it before he got his memories back? Before he remembered dying? I couldn't answer that, nor would I expect him to. I sighed, shaking my head. What was I doing? Why was I so morbidly curious? I shoved my hands in my pocket, turning on my heel before I could think about it any more.

Instead of heading back to town, I walked farther into the woods. I might as well turn my walk into something enjoyable, right? I put the thoughts of the pond aside and decided to just focus on the trees and how pretty they were. It didn't take long before I noticed that there were scarcely any animals in the area. In fact, they seemed to be avoiding it entirely. I stepped out of the trees into a clearing. Looking around I noticed a huge hole in the ground and froze. _That's not what I think it is... is it?_ I crept closer and, sure enough... it was the entrance to Pitch's lair. If the hole looking ominous and being in the woods surrounding Burgess wasn't a good enough indicator, then the sense of foreboding it gave off cinched it. There was no doubt, even with the bed frame missing. _Why was it missing?_ Oh, yeah, the Nightmares smashed it when they dragged him down the hole. _Eugh._ I cringed a bit. I'd have hated to be in his position then. Hell I'd have hated to be in his position _period_.

I leaned out over the hole and looked down. There was no discernible bottom to it. Then again, it could just have been shrouded in darkness... or the things hiding in it. Part of me wanted to turn around. That would be the part where my common sense lives. However, more of me wanted to take a look. If I was watching myself in a movie now, I'd be screaming 'You idiot! Don't go in there!' because, you know, there's always that person. However, I was confident that nothing down there could harm me. As far as I knew, I had no big fear... so Pitch Black had nothing to lord over me.

Before I could think about it further, I jumped. I fell down for almost three minutes. I was starting to think it would never end, but eventually I hit bottom - hard might I add. I gingerly stood up, wincing at the bruises that were quick to fade. I brushed myself off as I took a better look at my surroundings. "Looks like I'm not in Kansas anymore." The place was huge, about four stories tall with craggy walls and ceilings, stalagmites and stalactites everywhere. The cages he'd used to trap Tooth's fairies still hung everywhere, though they were empty now. His globe stood in the middle of the place, defying gravity as it glowed. An eerie, sickly yellow glow emanated from... somewhere. All in all, it was appropriately spooky.

I raised my eyebrows in approval. "Not bad... for a lair." I started walking towards the globe, looking around me as I did. It was strangely devoid of life. I'd thought for sure I'd have seen at least one fearling or Nightmare by now, but nada, zip, zilch. Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse. You know, you'd think, when intruding on the Boogeyman's lair, he'd greet you in some way. And yet I was getting the silent treatment. I reached the globe and glanced up at it.

Like most immortals, the lights made me feel at ease. They promised that there were still believers out there, that we were set. It must be torture for Pitch to see them, though. In his eyes, they stood for every child who thought he was nothing more than a figment. Even with the movie having opened the possibility in people's minds that immortals _could_ exist, they still didn't want to believe the 'Bogeyman' had any substance to his myth. _There goes my bleeding heart again._ I turned around, glancing back towards the entrance. Where the hell were all the fearlings?

Just then I heard footsteps behind me and I spun around, taking a few steps to see around the globe. Standing at the top of a staircase was the Nightmare King himself. "To what do I owe the honor of your intrusion to my home?" Though he could have easily said the phrase with a snarky attitude, he was proper and polite in telling it. He stood ramrod straight with his hands clasped behind his back. A few fearlings curled around his feet and a Nightmare stood behind him, trailing black sand.

It took me a minute to realize I'd been staring openmouthed. When I did I shut said mouth and proceeded to introduce myself. "Sorry about that. There wasn't a door to knock on. Plus I figured you wouldn't have answered anyway if I _had_ knocked." I took a few steps forward, so the globe was now behind me. I took another look at him. He didn't look all that different from the movie - none of them had. His eyes were a bit more sunken and there were more shadows in his face in general. Though he held himself straight I could tell he felt weary. "My name's Story Tale. I stumbled on your entrance and thought I'd drop in and say 'hi'."

Part of my mind - common sense again - was telling me to be afraid and run away. This was the sworn enemy of my best friend after all. But, I couldn't ignore the rest of me, which had no reason to be scared, and nothing to be scared of. _I'll listen to the fearless half._ When he hadn't answered for a bit I glanced around again. "Nice place you've got here. Very... cozy." He scrutinized me. I didn't blame him, really. No one stopped in to chat with Pitch Black. No one in their right mind anyway. Then again, I've never been in the right mind, now have I? And I _have _always thought that I could be friends with the devil. Pitch wasn't far off in our world.

"Are you toying with me? I really have no patience for other immortals." He started to descend the stairs towards me. "Since that _incident_ a few years back I've taken it upon myself to stay out of sight and out of mind." He reached the bottom and paused. "Lest they think I am up to something and come after me without reason." He shot me a charming smile.

"I'm not trying to trick you, I'm being honest. I stopped in to say hi. If you want me to leave, then bye." I turned around and started back towards the hole I came in through.

Behind me, he started laughing. "Why would any immortal willingly come here to say hello? To me? I'm the Bogeyman, remember?" I turned to face him. He was smiling, but not in happiness or anything. If anything it was bitter. And this is where my bleeding heart comes out to play again.

"Look, I'm trying to be nice." He raised a brow-less brow at me. "Believe me or don't I really don't care. I just figured you might want a friend, is all." I held up my hands in surrender.

"A friend?" He laughed again. "No I know you're lying."

"No, I'm not. I'm probably the one person who _could_ be your friend. And not just because I'm willing." He was starting to piss me off. Here I was, being overly nice to a jackass, only to have him laugh at my offer.

His laughter died down a bit, though he still wore an amused smile. "And why is that?"

"Because I'm fearless." The look of skepticism he gave me then could have made a drunk sober. "Go ahead and check if you don't believe me. See if you can sense my fears." _I don't have any, but hey._ I kept talking, regardless of if he was or not. "I used to be scared of a few things. They weren't really fears, you see, they were more like worries that would sadden me if they were to become reality. I used to be scared of having a boring life." I smirked at him. "Seeing as I'm an immortal, there's no chance of that ever coming true, so I got over it. I mean things can still make me jump, but nothing paralyzes me with fear." I looked him in the eye. "I can't even remember a nightmare that ever scared me."

I stopped then, and waited for his response. He stared at me, a slightly distant look on his face. I assumed he was searching for my fear. Failing, obviously, but searching nonetheless. After a while he blinked in confusion which soon turned into surprise. "Told ya, fearless."

"Everyone is scared of something." He moved closer to me, arrogance having returned to his demeanor.

"Not necessarily true. I'm sure you can attest to this factoid. Most fear stems from fear of dying or, ultimately, fear of the unknown. I enjoy the unknown and actively seek it out. I was never scared of death even when I was little and now that I've experienced it firsthand, it's actually not all that bad. I love myself and I have for as long as I can remember, which rules out all self related fears... and the stupid ones are, well, _stupid._ I mean, how can you be scared of _clowns_?I've even printed off a list of over 400 of the most common fears, none of which sent even a single hair standing at attention. I'm immune to your particular brand of power. Hence, why I could be your friend."

He stood staring at me with a slightly dazed expression. I was about to ask what was wrong when he answered for me. "Do you always speak in paragraphs? It's rather annoying."

"Oh, yeah. I know." I waved it off. I mean, I've known that forever, no big news to me. "So, what do you say? Friends?" I held out my hand, smiling

He stared at it, considering. "I don't make friends." He didn't shake my hand, instead turning and beginning back up the stairs. "I trust you can find your way out?"

_ Well, then._ I really don't think he was expecting an answer, but I spoke anyway. "Just so you know, I'm gonna come back. You can't get rid of me that easily." With that I turned around and walked back to the bottom of the hole. I stared up, realizing my wings would never fit. Plan B, then. "Winds? Can you give me a lift?" An answering gust rushed around me and began to lift me from the ground. As I entered the tunnel, I caught a glimpse of Pitch watching me from the staircase.

When I reached the top of the hole, the winds set me down and all but waved goodbye. "Thanks!" I waved in the general direction they had gone. When I dropped my arm I glanced back down at the entrance to what I'd already started thinking of as the underworld. Why did I feel like I just made a deal with the devil? _Because you sort of did._ Oh yeah. Inner voice was right again.

As I walked back towards the park, a line of a song popped into my head - which of course meant the whole song did. _'I'm friends with the monster, that's under my bed. Get along with the voices inside of my head.'_ I started humming the tune, eventually working my way up to singing it. "You think I'm crazy, yeah you think I'm crazy. Well that's not fair!" Man, that song could be my theme.

I didn't tell Jack about my encounter. I wasn't planning on telling anyone, actually. I wasn't even sure why I'd gone down there in the first place. Yeah, I'd told Pitch that I'd wanted to be friends, but that wasn't really why. I mean, he was villain numero uno for us. And as far as I knew, I was a good guy. No, that wasn't entirely true. It was more appropriate to say I was a neutral party. Yeah, I was friends with the Guardians - and best friends with one - but I wasn't a saint. I think part of why I'd jumped down the rabbit hole was to see him for myself. Now that I had... he wasn't very intimidating. Maybe it was seeing how weak he looked, but I wasn't scared of him in the slightest. North was scarier, and he was like an uncle.

Seriously, Pitch Black wasn't scary at all. My favorite movie when I'd been little was The Black Cauldron, whose villain was the Horned King. Now there's a scary dude. He was like a walking skeleton with skin stretched over the bones. Glowing red eyes, and, of course, horns. And he'd been my favorite villain for years. He'd never scared me. By comparison, Pitch Black was a puppy.

Well, an interesting week came to a close on the night before Halloween. I'd brought Jack's costume and mine with me to Burgess, so I didn't have to fly back to my house. Jack was going as Danny Phantom, which by now was a forgotten cartoon. I was going as Sam Manson, to keep with the theme. Really, our costumes had been decided by Jack's hair. He basically vetoed a wig this year, so I was stuck wearing one instead. However, I must say, I was rocking the outfit. Jack had also vetoed the boots - again - so I'd modified his costume so that he could go barefoot.

"I honestly don't see what your problem is which shoes." We were on our way over to Jamie's house to start trick-or-treating.

"I haven't worn them in three centuries." He smirked at me. "I don't plan on starting any time soon."

I rolled my eyes at him. "Yes, but wearing them for a few hours should be bearable."

"Buuut it isn't." He laughed and, even though I could have kept bickering, I ended up laughing too. I swear, Jack's laugh was the most infectious sound on the planet.

"What are you guys laughing about?" Sophie stared up at us, face painted bright green in her Elphaba costume. Their mom was a huge Wizard of Oz fan and had basically had them watch everything related to it nearly every Friday of their lives. It didn't surprise me that Sophie liked the star of Wicked.

"How Jack hates shoes." I grinned down at her. I was really starting to like Sophie, a lot. She reminded me of Alyssa when she was the same age - which of course meant she reminded me of myself.

"Is that why you never wear any?" She turned her green eyes to Jack, who was floating a few inches above the ground jest because he could.

"I do _not_ hate shoes." He shot me a look. "I just don't like wearing them because I'm used to being barefoot, that's all." Jamie was snickering the entire time between the exchange. The older Sophie had gotten - and the more vocal - the more he'd settled for looks as opposed to words. Just like with me, when Sophie spoke, you couldn't get a word in edgewise.

"Oh okay." Sophie turned to her brother, who was dressed as one of the flying monkeys because she'd guilt-ed him into it. "Can we go trick-or-treating now?"

"Yeah, lets go." He slung his arm over her shoulder as they turned and started down the street. Jack and I walked a little behind them - well, floated in Jack's case. I would have heckled him about floating when I was stuck walking, but it actually made our costumes that much more authentic. So I let it slide.

Sophie and Jamie were probably the most generous kids I'd ever met. I say that because, every other house, they each sacrificed a piece of their loot so that Jack and I could have some too. At first I was genuinely surprised and flattered... but after about half an hour, I started trying to get the better pieces. I mean, I didn't want to be stuck with all of the reject candy. Jack handed over some of his to me as well, knowing which ones were my favorites. So, basically we traded as we went.

We'd been at it for an hour when the mortals in our group sat down to take a break. There was a giant pile of hay bales in the center of town that a lot of other groups were stopped at as well. Sophie had about twice as much candy as her brother as he'd given into her puppy dog eyes. I was caught between high-fiving her and being disappointed in Jamie for giving in so easy. I mean, come on man! But I just sat back and enjoyed hanging out with them.

Kids had been running up to Jack off and on throughout the night and another did so now. This was one of the ones who believed in my now as well, so he could see all of us. "Hi, Jack! Hi, Story!"

Jack smiled at him as he ruffled his hair. "Hey Andrew. You having fun?"

"Duh!" I giggled at his response. He glanced between the two of us, eyes going back to Jack. "What are you guys dressed up as?"

"Jack's Danny Phantom and I'm Sam Manson. It was a show that was out about twenty years ago."

He squinched up his face. "That's forever ago!"

"Is not!" I did not like the insinuation that I was old. I remembered watching new episodes of Danny Phantom, okay? I wasn't old. Not by any means.

Jack smirked at me. "Is too." I glared at him as he stuck his tongue out at me.

Andrew giggled before shoving his hand into his plastic pumpkin. "Do you guys want some?"

Jack shook his head, saying that he had enough already. I, however, wasn't as frugal. "Sure." I held out my hand as he dropped a mini bag of Reese's Pieces into it. "Thanks Andrew." I smiled at him.

"You're welcome." He smiled back as he waved goodbye and ran back to his mom. I watched him go, chucking my newest piece of candy into my bag. _Man, are the kids in Burgess are extremely generous or what?_ I was definitely trick-or-treating here as often as possible. Jamie and Jack were talking. Sophie and I were munching on our candy already. All in all, it felt normal...

That is, until a gust of wind with fall leaves caught in it dropped a pumpkin, out of nowhere, into Jack's lap. All four of us stared at it, not knowing how to react, or what had even really happened. "Uh... Where'd that come from?" I was the first to speak - no surprise.

"I have no idea - wait, yes I do." He gingerly picket up the pumpkin and started turning it around, looking for something. When he stopped it was with a small carving of his face towards him, accompanied by the words 'You took too long' carved underneath it. He grimaced and held it out like it contained the plague. "Shi-" He didn't finish his fairly obvious cuss word because the pumpkin exploded at that moment.

Sophie shrieked and dove behind Jamie, who did his best to shield her. I ducked behind one of the hay bales. Pumpkin guts flew everywhere, but mostly covering Jack. I peeked out from behind my makeshift bomb-shelter and stared open-mouthed at the aftermath. "What... just... happened?"

Jack was covered from head to toe in pumpkin innards. He slowly opened his eyes, grimace still on his face. He shook squash off of his hands before wiping them off of his mouth so me could speak. "I should have seen that coming." He tried to wipe the rest of the mess off of himself, including attempting to remove it from his hair, which was plastered backwards with orange goop. He shook himself not unlike a dog as he tried to de-goop himself. I came out from behind the hay bale and moved closer to examine the damage. When I got close to Jack my jaw dropped and I covered my mouth to try and hide my smile. I had to force myself to keep from laughing. Jack noticed my reaction and froze. "What?" He said it in alarm, which, honestly, he should have.

Sophie clamored out from behind Jamie and burst out laughing with one look at Jack. "Your face is orange!" A spurt of laughter shot out of me in the form of a snort as Jack immediately started looking for a reflective surface to see what we did.

When he finally found one his jaw dropped and his eyebrows shot skyward. The pumpkin guts had stained his face, hands and hair a bright orange color wherever it had landed... which was almost everywhere. I couldn't keep my laughter in any longer and I nearly fell over with how hard I was laughing. Jack scowled at his reflection. "That d-" He broke off whatever swearword - that I'd guessed correctly - he'd been about to use when he took notice of the kids still there.

Through my laughter, I managed to gasp out a question. "What - what was that?" And went right back to doubled over laughter.

"That," He angrily flung off more of the goop. "Was a prank." He walked over to his staff, a determined look on his face. "And now, it's time for _payback_!" Jack caught the wind and flew off with a mischievous smirk on his face, promising a prank for this mysterious foe.

I watched him take off and knew that I didn't want to miss this. "Sorry, guys. I'll catch ya later." I called my wings and took off after him.

"Story, your bag!" Jamie called after me.

"I'll get it later!" I called over my shoulder, but I might have been too far away by then for them to hear me. I raced after Jack, my things already forgotten. _Where the heck is he going?_ I caught up to Jack and streaked through the sky along side him. "Why is it time for payback right now?"

"Sam is _long_ overdue for a prank. I haven't seen him in about five years, and it's high time I took my turn!"

"Ok, first off, who is Sam? What and why is it your turn? Finally, what prompted you to decide to _take_ your turn at _this very moment_?"

"That stunt back there was Sam skipping my turn and going double whammy on me. That warrants extreme measures."

"Alright, that's my _third_ question answered. What is it your turn _for_?"

"Our prank war!"

_Well, that answers that._ "I'm gonna assume that Sam is the person you are engaged in this prank war with. Who is he?"

"The Spirit of Halloween!"

I deadpanned. _The spirit of... who... WHY HAVEN'T I MET HIM BEFORE! _ I caught up with Jack as I attempted to process this information. "So, let me get this straight. All this time, you've known the Spirit of Halloween... and you haven't _told me about him!_ Jack, you know Halloween's my favorite holiday!"

"I've been busy!" I still had no clue where we were going, but his throwing of my own excuse back at me hadn't passed my notice.

"So how do you know where he'll be?"

"It's Halloween, he's gotta be at his home-base trick-or-treating with his believers." For once Jack wasn't doing as many aerobatics as usual. He was still tumbling around, but he was flying in more or less a straight line.

"And where would this be?"

"Salem." I started laughing, and Jack looked at me, confused. "What?"

I shook my head. "Halloween lives in Salem." I pointed out. Then I jokingly said, "Is he a witch?"

Jack slowed down, looking a bit more serious, his tone becoming so as well. "Don't call him a witch when you meet him. That's one of his pet peeves. I don't want you getting on his bad side - not that it's much of one, but, hey."

"Alright, no calling him a witch, any other advice?"

He considered it a moment. "Don't try and sneak his candy."

I looked at him dead serious. "I would never sneak his candy, that's a capitol offense in my book. I would simply try to trick him out of it."

"That might not work with Sam. He only shares his candy when he wants to."

I grinned over at him. "Sounds like my kind of person."

The flight from Burgess to Salem, Massachusetts took us about ten minutes. Once we'd arrived, we spiraled around the city as Jack looked for his adversary. "Sooo, what does he look like." Even though Halloween was my favorite holiday and I was anxious to meet the immortal connected to it, Jack was my best friend. I had to take his side and help him out, if only for that reason.

"If I know Sam, then he's wearing a full costume this year, one that's hiding his face." I looked at him, about to ask why he thought that when he answered. "If he was planning that prank, and he totally was, then he was prepared for me to come after him."

We both looked down at the large crown of trick-or-treaters that was almost equal in the division of adults and children. _Well, this _is_ Salem._ "So how do we find him if he's in full on costume?"

"Look for the most epic costume on a bigger adult and you'll most likely find Sam." Jack was scanning the crowd as he spoke, eagerly looking for Mr. Halloween.

_Epic costume search?_ I cracked my knuckles. That I could do. I turned my eyes back on the crowd, ignoring the kids and girls, instead focusing on the guys. I saw a lot of vampires and pirates. I also saw a lot of obviously store-bought costumes. Obvious from how cheap they looked. I was a bit biased about costumes, as I made mine most of my life. I felt like buying them was coping out a little. Unless you were invited last minute like Jack had been last time we'd gone trick-or-treating with Caeden and Tanya.

There were a surprisingly low number of costumes with obvious effort put into them. I was still searching when Jack made a noise similar to 'a-ha!' and shot off towards a group of kids. I raced after him to find that, in the middle of the group, stood Optimus Prime. I'm not kidding, it looked like he'd stepped straight out of the freaking Transformers live-action Michael Bay trilogy. _Holy crap, if that's not an epic costume, I don't know what is!_ It even had accurate wear and tear on it for crying out loud! I suddenly felt inferior in my costume making skills. However, seeing greatness like that made up for it. "Oh... my... god..."

Jack flew up to him and immediately froze his feet to the ground. As I landed near them I was torn. Yeah I was Jack's friend and I wanted to be on his side, but I knew what went into costumes. And he'd just frozen something that looked like a lot of time had been spent on it. Sam started frantically looking around until he spotted Jack in the air. "Jack! This costume took me three months!" _See, I was right. _He reached up and grabbed his helmet, about to take it off. I won't lie, I was excited. I wanted to see who was underneath the mask.

"That's what you get for dyeing my face!" Jack was grinning as he said it, so I knew he wasn't really mad. The kids around Sam had scattered as soon as Jack had showed up. I'd faintly heard Sam telling them to go on without him before I'd gotten there. So now it was just the three of us. He hadn't noticed me yet as his focus was still on Jack. _Take the damn helmet off!_ As if he'd heard my thought the helmet finally came off, though he was looking away from me at Jack. _Seriously?_ Jack swooped down and landed next to me, admiring his handiwork. "What do you think, Story? Should I leave him there until he thaws?"

Sam finally turned his face to us. "Don't you dare! Every time you do that I'm stuck in one spot until at least spring!" He looked back down at his feet, now talking more to himself as he tried to yank his legs free. "Why do you always do it right when winter's starting?"

I'd frozen during his rebuttal. Not how he was frozen, I'd stopped moving. I _knew_ him! I'd met him before, at Legends. Sam was the guy Shady had called Owen. The one who'd almost fought Sunny when he was drunkenly hitting on me on the Solstice last year. _What the hell?_ But... I'd thought that his name was Owen. _I don't know what's going on!_ My mind was basically running back and forth trying to make sense of this. Meanwhile I was trying to figure out how the hell to proceed with the situation.

Sam looked up at us again - well, at Jack. "Dude, let me out."

Jack looked at me, basically asking me the same question again. "Yeah, I guess we could let him go." Jack shrugged and pointed his staff at the thick ice surrounding the lower half of Sam's legs. In an instant the ice vanished and Sam was free.

He shook out his legs that I assumed were numb from the ice and started towards us. "Sorry about the dye, man, but you took too long."

"Yeah, I figured that when I read it on the pumpkin before it exploded in my face!" Jack gestured at the bright orange splotches that still featured prominently on his face.

Sam shrugged before finally noticing me. "Oh, hi. I'm Sam Owen, Spirit of Halloween Night." He shutck out his hand, his helmet tucked under his other arm.

_That_ explained why Shady called him Owen. I shook his hand. "We've met before. Not officially. I had no idea you were _Halloween_."

Jack shot me a look. "Wait, where did you meet him?"

"At Legends." I glanced at Sam who had a confused look on his face, no doubt trying to place our first meeting. "On the Solstice. Last year."

Hi eyebrows shot up as he recognized me. "Oh! You were the girl Sunny was hitting on?" I nodded, a tiny bit offended he hadn't recognized me right away. I say a tiny bit because I was in costume, so he was allowed a little leeway.

"Wait, what are you guys talking about?" _Oh, yeah, I never told Jack about that._

"Oh, I found Legends two years ago, I've been hanging out there a lot. Last year I showed up on the Summer Solstice - though I didn't know it was until I got there. Sunny was drunk off his ass and started hitting on me - twice." I rolled my eyes at the memory. I hadn't had another interaction with him yet, which was fine by me, but until that happened, my impression of the guy wasn't a good one. "The first time Scathach fought him off and the second time Sam did." I looked up at said immortal once more. "Which, as I said that night, you didn't need to. I was about to open a can of whoop-ass on him myself, but you decided to be chivalrous." I held up my hands. "Not that I mind chivalry, but I'm no helpless damsel."

From beside me, Jack snorted. "You got that right." I shot him a look, but I did agree. Something Sel and I had in common was our tendency to fight back. "So, you've met the Great Ego?" I cocked an eyebrow at him.

"Sunny." Sam answered for him. "He's more known for his ego among us than he is for his actual legend."

"Yeah, I've met him. And I heartily agree with that nickname." I pointed at Jack. "Okay, I'm a bit confused now. You guys are acting like buddies."

"Well, we kind of are." Sam offered up.

Jack started explaining. "Sam and I have been friends for the past two hundred and seventy years, give or take. We're almost the exact same age, and basically neighbors, but we didn't meet right away."

"The first time we met I pissed him off - unknowingly - and he froze me in a block of ice and left me to thaw."

"Like he just threatened to do." I offered.

Jack was laughing and Sam nodded. "Yeah, I didn't thaw out until it was almost summer, and I wasn't warm again until the next year had rolled around." He'd sounded a bit irritated as he'd added that part of the story. I couldn't blame him.

Jack took up the story once more. "And that's what started our prank war. Sam came after me for revenge on the whole ice thing - which I'd by then forgotten about." Sam rolled his eyes at that. "So of course I had to get him back for what he did to me."

I looked at Sam. "What'd you do?"

He grinned and it was Jack's turn scowl. "I knocked him out and propped him up with a rotten pumpkin on his head with a sign that said he was 'Jack-O-Lantern'. He didn't wake up for two days." Sam was now laughing as he remembered. Jack, to his credit was laughing too.

"I have to admit, that was a good one."

"So that's why you vetoed dressing up as Jack-O-Lantern two years ago." Jack nodded in confirmation.

"Yep. But, after a few years of going back and forth with our pranks, we attempted to come to a truce."

"But we both agreed that it was too much fun. And we basically became best friends from then on." Sam had finished up the story and I could see by looking at them that they definitely were bros. _Shit! That means I have competition in the best-friends-with-Jack-Frost department! _However, they'd know each other longer, so I was basically stealing Sam's best friend. _Woops._ He glanced between Jack and I. "So, how do _you_ guys know each other?"

"Funny story, Jack's _my_ best friend too." Sam cocked an eyebrow at that. "We met back when I was still mortal."

"After she became an immortal I gave her a room at my place."

I shoved him. "Stop trying to make it sound like you're a saint." I looked at Sam. "I asked him for a room before he offered one."

"So you live with Jack?"

"She did." Jack's voice held an undertone of the irritation that I knew he still felt about how I'd broken the news to him.

"I got my own place about a year and a half ago. Right before the solstice, actually. That's why I was there that night, to see if Annie knew anywhere I could get furniture." I shrugged nonchalantly.

"Oh, so where do you live?"

"Sequoia National Park. The redwoods called to me." I glanced around to see that porch-lights were beginning to go out. As well, the crowd was thinning. "I'm gonna assume, from what Jack's told me, that you live here?"

He turned and pointed up the street. "Yeah a few blocks over, actually." He glanced towards the last group of kids - the ones that had been hanging out with him earlier. "Hey, Kara!" A little girl in a pretty awesome costume looked up. "You win this year!" A gigantic smile broke out over her face as she ran over towards us. When she got closer I could tell that her costume was home-made - if only for the cardboard pieces I saw.

I watched in bemusement as Sam fished in a pocket that had, until then, been hidden. He finally pulled out a king-size candy-bar and handed it to the girl, who grinned triumphantly. "Thanks, Sam!"

He turned her back towards the others, smiling himself. "You earned it, kiddo." He looked back towards the other kids as Kara ran back to them. "Next year I wanna see some really good ones, guys!" There was a chorus of 'okay's and 'will do's and whatnot from the group as they turned to go home for the night.

I looked at Sam out of the corner of my eye. "What was that about?"

He shrugged. "I have a little bit of a competition every year with my Salem believers about who can make the best costume." He looked down at me. "I'm exempt of course, otherwise I'd win every year." Jack snorted in laugher at that. "Whoever wins gets something from my stash." He turned and gestured towards his house again. "You guys wanna stay a while?"

Jack shrugged. "Sure. It'll give me a chance to clean this off." He narrowed his eyes at Sam again, who laughed. It _was_ sort of funny, Jack being bright orange.

"Yeah... about that..." Sam looked away guiltily.

"What?" Jack said in alarm.

"It'll wear off on it's own." Jack sighed in relief. "In three months." Before Jack could say anything, Sam was off and running. I shook my head, laughing as Jack chased after him. My only thought was '_Boys_'.


	20. Tricks and Treats

When I caught up to the two of them, Jack had frozen Sam's head solid in a block of ice and Sam was walking around with his arms out, trying to get a hold of Jack. I rolled my eyes at the scene, but I had to hold in my laughter at the same time. "Jack, would you let him go? That can't be good for his brain."

Jack sighed in an exasperated manner. "Fine, _Sel._" I shot him a look and he rolled his eyes, but melted the ice surrounding Sam's head.

Sam glared up at Jack who was flying overhead. "Just for that, I'm not gonna tell you the trick to washing that off."

I saw in Jack's face that he was about to freeze something again so I jumped in between the two of them. "Knock it off. Let's just go to Sam's place and you can take a shower or something."

Under his breath, so that Jack wouldn't hear him, Sam said, "Yeah, a shower's not gonna cut it." I didn't know whether to roll my eyes or chuckle. I did neither as I was trying to be the mediator this time, not the instigator.

"_Anyway_." I stared the two of them down. Yeesh, I'd just met Sam - officially - and here I was, on his side. Then again, I _did_ know Jack well enough to know that he wouldn't do any permanent damage... _I think._ "You two are both adults, or at least you're _supposed_ to be, so why don't the two of you let it go for the time being and pick this up again at a later date?" I raised my eyebrows at the two of them. "Hmm?"

Jack came down to the ground, folding his arms in resignation. "Fine." He pointed his staff at Sam. "But don't think this is over."

"It never is." Sam laughed it off.

"Good, now let's go, my feet hurt and I want to sit down." I started walking, even though I didn't know where I was going. Sam maneuvered himself in front of me so he could show me the way once more, while Jack fell in between us. On the way, the boys were chatting about typical guy stuff, but at least they'd managed to put off the pranks. For now.

I was checking out the scenery. Not only was it Halloween - my absolute favorite night of the entire year. That includes my birthday, folks. Yes I like All Hallows Eve more than the day of my birth. Always have. Even when I was little there was something about the night that... I don't know, called to me, I guess. It wasn't just the candy and costumes - which, I'll be honest, _are_ what make it pretty freaking awesome. It was the meaning behind the holiday itself. Yeah, when I was little it was just the night where we got pillowcases full of candy, but as I got older, I found out the origins of the night.

It was a night where the spirits came back and where the fae ran amok. Where witches flew and pumpkins came to life. Where ghosts and goblins existed, because that's what people believed. For hundreds of years, people have viewed Halloween as one of the most magical nights of the year. And I've always considered myself proud to be one of those people. Also, it was the one night a year where people in general viewed the world the same way I did on a daily basis. Magic was not only real, but possible, and that's what I've always loved. But the treats and costumes definitely help out.

So not only was it Halloween, but it was Halloween _in Salem_. Salem, Massachusetts. Home of some of the darkest days of American history. Home of the witch trials. I'd always been fascinated by the witch trials, just like mythology. Anything to do with history where magic was real had always intrigued me. And... I'd never been there before. So I was getting my fill of the sights, because who knew when I'd be back. _This is Salem..._ I couldn't help but have flashbacks to Hocus Pocus, which was a tradition for me as long as I could remember. I _loved_ the Sanderson Sisters. I mean, Sarah Jessica Parker? And I'd had a total crush on Thackery Binks. Not only was the boy hot as a human, but he was an adorable cat... And he was a cat. Seeing the town it was set in made it that much more real to me.

Gosh, Salem was gorgeous. And not just from the decorations either. The Salemites went all out, as well they should, being the Halloween city and all. But no, the buildings and the architecture and the _history_. I swear I could smell it. _No, I think that's apple cider and caramel corn._ I chuckled a little at my inner voice's snide comment. Trust my mind to make a joke while the rest of me is marveling. But marveling I was, and with good reason.

Sam led us deep into the oldest sector of the city - which was actually a fairly obvious destination once I thought about it. The farther in we went the older the buildings got and the more enthralled I became. I know I probably looked like a tourist, but I sort of was one. But it was more than that. Seeing things in person, things you've always dreamed of for whatever reason, it almost makes you cry. There's a certain wonder to seeing the world come to life. And being a history buff as well as a mythology one, I was on a roll.

And adding to my growing awe was the fact that I was almost being given a tour by the _Spirit_ of Halloween. Part of me was determined to be friends with Sam if only for the fact of what his legend was. And I sure as hell wasn't gonna make him an enemy of mine. If I didn't become friends with him, then my favorite night of the year would be forever ruined to me. _Yeah, we need to be friends._ I was starting to realize why Jack might have hesitated on the introductions between us. _Damn trickster knew I'd fangirl on him!_ I'd have to discreetly thank him later for looking out for me... without letting him _know_ I was thanking him, that is.

From where he and Jack stood a little ahead of me, Sam turned around and pointed towards a building. "That's it there." I followed his finger and saw a house not unlike those around it... if it weren't for the fact that I could see the faint shimmering from a ward of sorts. No doubt to keep it under wraps. What surprised me, however, was how it was nestled between houses that were either occupied or that had been restored to be used as museums of sorts. It was the first immortal's home I'd ever seen that wasn't out of the way of people. Even Musie's place was up a hill and a good half hour's walk from town.

We reached the front door and he held it open for the two of us. I'll say this much, he was at least a courteous host. Immediately after we were all inside Jack made a beeline for what I assumed was the bathroom. A few minutes later I heard a showerhead turn on at full blast. I looked around at the interior of what looked like a living room, old style as it was. It looked like he'd tried to keep it as period accurate as he could, while updating a few things. Like adding electricity and plumbing. On the far side of the living room was the kitchen. Actually it was all one room, but you know what I mean. The first modern thing I saw - other than the light switch - was the furniture, which looked similar to what you'd find in any given home across America. "Nice place."

Sam shrugged, looking only a little uncomfortable by my presence. I say that not because I was nosing in, but because I was a newcomer in his home and we really didn't know each other. "Uh, you can take a seat anywhere you like. I'm gonna go and change back into my normal clothes." He gestured towards the staircase against the wall with a nervous smile on his face.

I nodded. "Okay." After he'd disappeared up the stairs I didn't sit down immediately. Instead I went to the window to look out at the street. All of the buildings on this block were probably as old as the town. The lanterns looked to be from around the same time too, though they'd been transformed into electric lights sometime in the past century. The streetlights and moon lit up the cobblestones like a scene from a movie. Yeah, I said cobblestones. No pavement around this part of town, that was for sure. I was still staring when I heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to see Sam in the same attire he'd been wearing on the Solstice. Dark gray pants, black boots that almost looked like they'd belong to pirates, a plain white tee, and a brown leather vest.

He came over to the window, bracing his arm on the frame before leaning close to the glass to peer out. "It's pretty isn't it?"

I stared up at him, not sure what to think. I may have been able to know when someone was hitting on me - _drunk_ someones - but I was hopeless when it came to recognizing flirting of any caliber. Any flirting done on my part was always accidental and not intended. Needless to say, flirting is not my forte. So I didn't know if he was being sincere, flirting, or if he was just being nice. Mentally I shrugged. I wouldn't be able to tell either way until I got a better read on him, so I might as well dive in.

I glanced back out the window. "Yeah. The whole city is." He smiled, still looking out the window. In the background the sound of the shower was white noise by now. Aside from that it was quiet. "So, what made you pick this spot for your house?"

He shrugged, though the smile didn't leave his face. "This was the house I grew up in." My eyebrows shot up. Not only was I surprised at his luck that no one had taken it before he got to it, but I was surprised that he'd decided to actually stay there. "It was originally in Andover, but some of my family members moved it here a few hundred years ago. When they officially turned it over to the historical society as a historical landmark I took over the place."

"So... did your family _know_ you were taking it, or was it a happy coincidence?"

He shook his head, his smile faltering a little. "No, none of them ever saw me. I'd been keeping close for years before the city got it. After the papers had been signed I fudged them around a little so that no one was allowed to enter legally. That way most people stay away and I don't have to worry about people poking around and realizing that someone lives here." He glanced down at me, eyes darting to my hair before a crease appeared between his brows. "Wasn't your hair brown?"

I scrunched my own eyebrows together as I glanced up at my bangs. "Oh! It's a wig." I'd forgotten that I was still wearing my Sam Manson costume, I was so entranced by the situation. I reached up and pulled it off, untangling it from the pins that had held it in place. After a few minutes where I searched out all the other pins that had kept my real hair hidden, my mane fell down around my shoulders once more.

His eyebrows went up a little as his smile returned. "Ah, now you're much easier to recognize. I have to admit, the goth look and the makeup threw me off a little."

"Well, when you cosplay, you might as well go all the way." I shrugged myself. "You should know _Optimus_."

He laughed heartily. "_Finally_ another immortal interested in cosplay! I was starting to think it'd never happen."

"Guilty as charged. I've been making my costumes for Halloween basically since I was born. Naturally, cosplay was the next step." I moved away from the window to sit in the nearest chair. My feet had suddenly decided to remind me that they wanted relief. I set my wig down on the coffee table to free up my hands.

Sam followed my lead, sitting on the couch to my left. After a moment, his features changed to show minor surprise. "Oh, I never did get your name."

"Story Tale." I stuck out my hand.

He shook it, smiling again. "Nice to _officially_ meet you, Story Tale."

"Same to you, Sam Owen." We sat in silence for a few minutes... and it started getting awkward. "So... cosplay. When did you start getting into it? Was it just progressing from costumes?"

"Pretty much. For my first hundred years or so I didn't really dress up, other than the ghost or pumpkin head, but those were the basic costumes back then. When people started coming up with more elaborate costumes I started encouraging my kids to make their own costumes. Eventually I started giving little rewards to the kids who'd taken their costumes to the next level."

"Which is where that competition you mentioned comes in."

"Exactly. I made a game of it for them. Motivates them more." He shrugged again. "Plus, it's only natural to reward them with candy."

"Tricks _and_ treats. You're definitely living up to your holiday." I smirked over at him, mentioning the reason our now orange friend was in the shower.

He laughed loudly at that. "Yeah, I never really thought of mine and Jack's war as tricks. What I do with my kids to stingy houses, yeah. But not the prank war." He looked thoughtful about that.

"What do you do with the kids?"

He shrugged, grinning innocently. "Oh, you know, the usual. Egg houses, toilet paper teepee the front lawn. Harmless fun."

"Harmless? You do realize that the owners then have to clean up the mess, right?" There was a little old lady who'd lived down the street from us when I'd been mortal who'd gotten teepeed for no reason one year. She was sweet as could be and everyone in the neighborhood was outraged, especially because she was too old to clean it up herself.

"Nah. My kids know they need to help with the cleanup afterwards. Unless the person _really_ deserved it, then we let them fend for themselves." He sat back on his couch, arm draped over the back.

"I can't really argue with you without being a hypocrite. I'm selective in my good nature too." He raised an eyebrow skeptically. "Oh, I can be downright evil when I want to." I flashed him my evil smile, along with my evil laugh which was deep and creepy. I knew it was because it'd scared teachers and peers alike when I'd demonstrated it. Basically, imagine a female, non-British version of Tim Curry's laugh, and you've got mine. Coincidentally, that's who's evil laugh I admire most.

Sam raised his eyebrows and clapped. "Impressive."

I waved my hand in mock humility. "Thank you, thank you."

He laughed and I was glad. We were off to a good start as friends. _Now if I can manage to not piss him off in any way, we'll be all set._ "So, what do you do in your free time? When you're not hanging out with Jack or starting fights at Legends."

"Hey, that fight wasn't my fault. And it wasn't even a fight." That was because Annie had broken it up before it started, but hey. "No, I hang out with my believers or bask in alone time at my place."

"What does one do with her alone time?"

I chuckled at his use of what I'd always referred to as 'ye olde speak'. "One reads, draws, sings, writes and basically creates. I'm an artist and a writer. Stories are what I do, it doesn't matter what form they take." I sat, lost in thought for a second. "One also travels."

"I noticed your fascination with the city. Is that from the travel bug or from it's history?" Though his body language said it was an honest question, his voice betrayed a slight emotion that I wasn't quite sure what to call.

"Both." I wanted to tread carefully, as his tone had mildly suggested, but I had to be honest, if only so I could convey my true thoughts of his hometown. "I grew up in a small-ish town and I always wanted to leave. So for the past eight years I've been travelling almost nonstop. I've hit most of the bases I'd wanted covered, but it's a big world and there's a lot to see." I looked over at him. "I'm nowhere near done yet."

He didn't say anything for a minute and I hesitated before explaining the second half of my intrigue of the city, remembering Jack's warning about Sam not liking being called a witch. "But, of course, this is Salem. The witch trials are infamous, even if they were over three hundred years ago." I glanced around the room. "Being in the town, especially the old sector... sort of brings it back to life." I'd always considered myself an old soul with a young spirit. I liked new things and nothing ever got old, and old things felt not only sacred to me, but familiar. Salem was like that. "Even though I've never been here before, I can imagine how it used to look."

"Well, it's not hard with how well the city preserves the historical districts." The edge was still in his voice, even though I'd explained my side. I assumed that the trials were a touchy subject.

Well, I've never been one for subtlety. "Were you around for the trials? Is that why you sound like you don't wanna talk about it?"

He shot me a look before turning his gaze to the floor, running the toe of his boot back and forth. "No I was born after they ended." I was about to ask what it was that bugged him about it when he elaborated. "My grandfather was one of the convicted witches." He looked up at me. "Samuel Wardwell. My father was young at the time. When he was older, and the truth of the accusations was revealed, he sued for the 'trouble our family had gone through'. This was all before me, though."

"So was that your name, when you were mortal? Samuel Wardwell?"

He nodded. "My father decided he was going to name his son after _his_ father. So he named my older brother Samuel." _He had a brother with the same name as him?_ "He died when he was three. After five girls my parents finally had another boy and I was bestowed with not only the name of my grandfather, but my brother as well."

"I was named after my great-grandmother. My middle name. AnnaMae." I couldn't stop myself. If I have something to interject into a conversation, I _have to_ say it. Otherwise I have to physically stop myself from speaking.

He nodded slightly, to show he'd heard. "Because of the trials, there was a lot of suspicion surrounding the families of the accused witches. Even after the truth came out. So I grew up without interaction with the other kids in town. I was really close to my sisters though, so it was okay. But our whole family shunned the church after the whole ordeal of the trials. I was pretty much raised believing that superstition was nonsense and that people who _were_ superstitious were bigots." _Well, that's not far off._ "Needless to say I thought most of my neighbors were idiots." A small chuckle rose out of him at that. "Of course, now I know that they were right to an extent." He gestured between us, plainly saying that, as immortals, we proved his statement.

From within the walls came the sound of pipes banging., which reminded me that Jack was in the shower... and only had his costume to change back into. I'd put our clothes in my bag, assuming that we'd be changing right after the night ended. I winced. "As fun as it is chatting with you. I really should be running to get my bag before Jack's done in there. I sort of left it in Burgess and it has both of our normal clothes in it." I stood up and Sam was quick to do the same. "I should be back somewhere between twenty minutes and half an hour. Less if the winds decide to give me a shove."

True to my initial assumption of him being a courteous host, he walked me to the door. "If he's trying to wash that dye off then he should still be in there when you get back."

"Right." I stood on his front step, lit only by the moon and the light from inside. "See ya in a bit, then." I waved bye a little as I stepped away so I could call my wings. Once they'd formed I was up and away, speeding back to Burgess.

About ten minutes later I was squatting on the windowsill of Sophie's room. She was still awake, even though it was close to midnight. I knocked on the glass and her head turned towards the sound. Upon seeing me crouched outside of her window, she jumped up and ran over to unlock it. Once she had, I jumped into the room and she closed it behind me. "Where'd you guys go? Did Jack get whoever pumkined him?"

"Yes, sort of. We went to Salem." I glanced around her room, looking for my things. "Where's my bag?"

"I put it in my closet." She went over to said door and opened it to reveal the most cluttered closet I'd ever seen. "Who's in Salem?"

"The spirit of Halloween, if you can believe it."

She turned to me with wide eyes. "There's a spirit of Halloween?!"

I chuckled. "Yeah, there is! I had the same reaction as you when Jack told me that. Turns out, him and Sam - that's who Mr. Halloween is - have a long standing prank war stretching back almost three hundred years."

"I bet Jack started it." She was giggling as she said it and I was sure she was thinking about how the white haired boy was happy to play pranks on people before knowing who he was even messing with.

"He did." She found my bag amongst the mess and tugged it out, bringing it over to me. "Thanks."

"So, what'd Jack do?"

"To start the war or as revenge for the pumpkin?"

She considered it for a moment. "Both."

"Well, to start, Sam accidentally made Jack mad. Jack then froze him solid in a block of ice and left him."

She giggled, flashing her smile. "That sounds like something Jack would do."

"Totally. This time he froze his legs to the ground so he was stuck. Then, later, he froze Sam's head solid." Now Sophie was doubled over in laughter. "Yeah, I have to admit, it _was_ funny." Her laughter had spread to me as I remembered how funny Sam had looked while he'd been stumbling around, trying to catch Jack.

Once she'd stopped laughing enough to speak she straightened up. "Where is Jack anyway?"

"He's still in Salem. He's probably taking a shower right now. That's why I came back for my bag now, so he can have his normal clothes to change into when he gets out." I opened it to peer inside, making sure everything was there. "Plus, I wanna put my normal clothes on too." Once I was sure all of my things were there I closed it and swung it over my shoulder. "Alright, I'm heading out."

"Wait!" She ran out of her room and thundered down the stairs before I could even ask why. When she came back she was carrying a bowl filled part way with candy. "These are our leftovers from the trick-or-treaters. You can have any that you want. Jamie says that I shouldn't eat too much or the Toothfairy will be disappointed." She shrugged. "You can take some for Jack and the Halloween guy too." She held the bowl out to me.

"Oh, thanks, Sophie!" She'd surprised me yet again with generosity. I took a few handfuls, enough so that the three of us could each have some, and stuffed them into my bag. "Okay, I really need to go if I'm gonna get back before Jack gets out of the shower." I gave her a mock salute, which was becoming the norm for my departures, before jumping out the window, my wings already having been called.

As I flew back to Salem, I mulled over what Sam had told me a few minutes prior. I'd heard of Samuel Wardwell, his grandfather. That was one of the names I'd recognized from what I knew about the trials. For me to have heard about his grandpa not only made him cool, but I now understood why Jack had warned me about calling him a witch. I was very happy about the warning now that I was on my way to being friends with Sam. _Just another thing for me to secretly thank him for_. But I was also intrigued by how he'd said he was raised to believe magic was nonexistent. He was an immortal now, so I wondered how he took that into consideration. Especially considering my personal feelings towards his holiday.

I wasn't sure if knowing the spirit of Halloween made it cooler or if it had sucked a little of the magic out of it for me. Like learning how a magic trick is done, takes away the magic of the trick. I really hoped it was the former, because if Halloween wasn't magical any more I'd pound both of them.

In no time I was flying over the old part of the city. After searching for the telltale shimmer of the ward, I spotted Sam's house and I dropped down onto the street. With my bag over my shoulder I walked up to the front door and knocked. After a few moments, the door opened and Sam's face was smiling out at me. "Hey, welcome back."

I smiled up at him. "I'm victorious." I tugged on the strap of my bag to emphasize it before I walked inside. I heard music drifting out of a room down the hall and turned to Sam with a raised eyebrow. "Back in Black?"

He shrugged as he closed the door. "I like rock."

"Noted." I nodded appreciating his taste in music. "I should have known that from you playing 'Come on Eileen' when I first met you at Legends."

He laughed heartily again before shoving his hands in his pockets. "Yeah, that song's always pissed off Shady. She hears the violin in the beginning and she thinks it's Celtic music, but then it cuts out and it's 'Come on Eileen' instead." He walked into the room a little bit. "Now I play it to annoy her and to signal my presence simultaneously." He smirked.

"Well, I definitely saw the annoying her part." I glanced around, knowing that Jack could be in the shower for a while longer if the orange was as hard to get out as Sam had alluded it to be. "Um, do you have somewhere I can go to change?"

"Oh, yeah." He pointed towards the stairs. "The spare room upstairs. It's the room on the left."

"Great, thanks" I went up the stairs and into said room, which was as old fashioned as the living room. But the bed looked newer. I emphasize new_er_, because it still looked pretty old. I more or less quickly changed back into my normal attire, neatly folding my costume before tucking it into the bottom of my bag, underneath all the candy I'd gotten. I'd like to say it was enough to last me until next year, but I'd be lucky if it lasted me until next week. I'm definitely a candy muncher, that's for sure. I pulled out Jack's clothes while I had my bag open before heading down the stairs.

Sam had dissapeared. I glanced around the living room to make sure I hadn't somehow overlooked him, but no, he was gone. "Sam?"

From down the hallway I heard him call out. "I'm in the back room on the left."

I shrugged, heading down the hall. Through the first door on my left I could hear the sound of the shower, so I assumed it was the bathroom. Across the hall from the bathroom, the music was flowing through the open door. I peeked in and saw a similar setup to my studio. There were a few tables that lined the walls, a sewing machine on one of them. Scattered across the tables was every color of thread imaginable as well as bolts of fabric lining one wall. I figured this was where he made his costumes.

I continued down the hall until I found the last door on the left ajar. I pushed it open more and peeked in. My eyes immediately bugged out of my head as my law dropped. It was a closet. Though it was more appropriate to call it a museum of cosplay. The room was filled with what I assumed were old costumes. And I do mean _filled. _Sam was standing by the far wall, trying to shove his Optimus Prime costume into a sort of empty space. "Give me a hand, will ya?"

I set my armload down by the door and moved to help him shove the costume into the too-small space. "You can't put this somewhere else?"

"Do you see another space somewhere, because I don't." We finally managed to fit it in so that it was lined up with all of the rest of them.

As Sam stood back to check our handiwork I glanced around at the costumes again. "Dude, how many of these do you have?"

He looked around before shrugging. "A few hundred. Why?"

"A few hundred? I thought you said you didn't start wearing costumes right away."

"I didn't. But I go to cons a lot. Even if no one there can see me, I still use it as an excuse to dress up most of the time." He shrugged again. "I also use them to get ideas for new costumes."

"Ooh, have you tried Shingeki no Kyojin yet?"

"Attack on Titan? No, I haven't, but I really want to. My only problem is, I _really_ want to cosplay Eren's Titan form, but, as you know, there's no clothes for that and I'm not that brave."

I shook my head. "Neither am I, which is why I haven't gone as the Female Titan. Though for hers I could get away with a painted bodysuit."

"True." He laughed a little until he noticed my bag. "So, why do you carry that around with you?"

"Because I'm a pack mule." I said it with complete sincerity. "By which I mean, I've always carried a lot of stuff with me. And when I go on my travel stints I like to have my things with me. I prefer to have a few basic things with me every time I leave my house, just so if I need them while I'm out, I don't have to go flying back there."

"Speaking of flying, I noticed your wings as you took off. If I may say so, they're pretty cool."

"Thanks, I think so too." I paused, remembering my awe the first time they'd formed. "Back when I first realized I could make wings from stories... it was... well a dream come true. Everything about becoming immortal was." I leaned against the doorframe, folding my arms. "In one moment, I'd gone from being a less than normal girl who was trapped in normalcy... to everything I'd ever dreamed of. I not only could fly, but the existence of magic was proven just by me being alive. Not to mention I got magical powers and... eternity to do everything I'd ever wanted but thought I'd had a time limit on." I smiled over at him. "Also I had the best friend I could have ever asked for helping me out the entire way."

"You're luckier than Jack and I were. Both of us were on our own when we started out. That's why I'm glad we found each other, regardless of the circumstances." He leaned against the opposite side of the doorframe, glancing over his shoulder towards the door to the bathroom. "He might be a jerk from time to time, but we needed each other, even if neither of us will admit it when the other's in earshot."

While he'd been looking towards where Jack was, I'd been studying his face. "I'm glad Jack's had a friend like you all this time."

He turned back to me, shrugging again. "No problem. I'm glad I've got a friend like him too. We're almost like brothers after all this time. Which is fine by me, as I'd only ever had sisters." He glanced back towards the bathroom. "But he's been really distant the past decade since he's become a Guardian."

I felt a pang of guilt, knowing that I might be part of the reason Jack had been so distant. "Hey, when I went back for my bag, one of our believers gave me a bunch of candy for all of us." I reached down for my bag, rummaging around in it for said candy.

"For me too?" I nodded. "That's why I felt another believer when you were gone."

"Yeah, Sophie wanted to know where we went, so I told her about you. She offered candy for us three to share, from their leftovers. You want some?"

"Sure, what you got?" He craned his neck to see into my bag.

I shrugged. "The usual. Crunch bars, M&M's, Reese's, a few caramels and candy corn. Sour stuff too, I took a lot of that."

"If you don't want the candy corn, I'll take it."

"Be my guest. I hate candy corn." I held out my bag while he picked out all of the offensive pieces of candy. "Want anything else?"

"No, I'm good with this." He held up his hand for emphasis. "Let me go put this with my stash."

I raised an eyebrow. _Stash?_ Oh, I definitely needed to see this. I watched his cross the hall and open the door opposite the one I was standing in. After he stepped inside I followed him over and saw the most amazing sight I could have ever asked for. "Sweet mother of monkey milk..." It was as if Candyland and the Wonka factory had a baby and had named Krispy Crème and Little Debbie as the godparents. I'd never seen so much candy in my life! I swear, with each new room I discovered in Sam's house, I became more and more awed.

He chuckled at my reference to Wreck-it-Ralph. "Good one. Yeah, that's usually the reaction to this room." He went over to where I saw a good amount of candy corn already and deposited the handful that had been in my bag. He turned to me and gestured at the room. "Go ahead and take anything you want."

I stared bug-eyed at him. "Are you serious?!" It came out as a squeak, but I was too stunned by the magical sight before my eyes to care. I swear, I could hear the angelic choir singing.

Sam laughed at the squeak before turning to lean against the wall, his hands in his pockets. "Yeah, I'm sure."

I scanned the walls, looking for a treat I hadn't seen in a long time. My eyes finally landed on something I'd only found once before in my life. "_Sour Gummy Bears!_" I all but dove at them, shoving a handful into a baggie that he handed to me. I also found those caramel apple suckers that are amazing a guaranteed to rot your teeth.

In my excitement over the candy, I hadn't noticed the shower turn off. I didn't even know Jack was out of the shower until I heard his voice from the doorway. "Okay, I give, how do I get this stuff off?"

"I told you, it'll wear off on it's own." Sam told him. I was still busy stuffing candy into my bag and into m mouth.

"Gee, thanks a ton. I figured you'd act like that when you saw Sam's candy room, Story."

I turned to him, my mouth stuffed with sour gummy bears. Rolling my eyes, I was about to shoot him a snarky comment but when I saw him all the ones I'd had ready flew out the window. He'd managed to wash most of the dye out of his hair so that it was a peach color now, his skin was still unmistakable orange. But that's not what had captured my attention. What _had_ caught my attention was the fact that he was wearing a towel around his waist. In fact, the towel was the only thing he was wearing. While part of my mind noted that many fangirl would kill to be in my place at that moment, the rest of my brain was trying to comprehend just what it was I was seeing. Once I did I threw up my hand to shield my eyes. "God, Jack! Put some clothes on!"

"Well, did you bring mine? I see that you changed."

"Yes, yes I did." I pointed towards my bag with one hand while still shielding my eyes with the other. "They're on top of my bag." I heard him bend down and grab up his pants and hoodie. I waited until I heard the bathroom door close again to put down my hand. I have no doubt that, had I been an easy blusher, my face would have been bright red at that moment. From behind me I heard Sam chuckling. I spun around. "What's so funny?"

He shrugged once more. "I'm just glad to see I'm not the only one Jack gets worked up." I responded with an eye-roll. I couldn't argue, however, because he was right. If there was one thing Jack could do, it was mess with people.


	21. Put a Ring on it

The next six years passed uneventfully. Jamie was still one of Jack's firm believers, a fact both of us breathed a sigh of relief at. I couldn't speak for Jack, but _I_ was severely hoping that the boy - man - would never stop. Jack may be a Guardian and their fan-base mainly consisted of children, but a good number of immortals had believers who were adults. It was easier for kids to believe in 'mythological figures' than it was for adults, this was true, but some people, like myself, did firmly believe in magic. However, the Guardians were known to be 'for kids' which is why most of their believers stopped believing around their teens.

I wasn't as lucky with Caeden and Tanya. They still believed in me - don't worry. But they were starting to forget I was there when I was, and they were surprised when I showed up. Not because I came unannounced - which I did - but because they were getting older, and it was getting harder for them to believe in me when no one else could see me. Part of me wanted to stick around far more because of that knowledge, but the rest of me wanted to be scarce. If I wasn't around as much, that might quicken the process, but it might be better for everyone involved. If I stuck around, I'd get more time with them, but it could be harder for me to let them go once my limited time with them had run out.

Tanya had graduated from college with honors, as expected. She was currently working with a big name publisher in Chicago, a fact I'd been surprised by. Only mildly though, considering that Caeden had gone to school there, majoring in engineering. He was now working at Chicago LEGOLAND. I'd always thought he'd end up there. Legos had been his life for longer than many other kids, so it only made sense that he'd choose to spend his life there as well. The two of them had an apartment there. It was near the outskirts of the city, so Tanya didn't feel as claustrophobic about the whole thing. They were still a couple, and had been from when they first made it official back in high school.

I was there now, in the apartment. I'd actually helped them pick it out, back when they'd first gotten it two years back. Now my bro was twenty-four years old and Tanya was twenty-five. I was in my thirties, though I still looked my twenty year old self. Yes, I'd died before my birthday, but it was two weeks away, so I basically considered myself twenty. I'd now been immortal for fourteen years.

A few years back, Jack and I had finally managed to introduce Jamie and Caeden, discreetly. They were buddies, still. They were mostly pen-pals and Facebook friends, but they kept in touch. I secretly hoped that, by being in contact with someone who was not only the strongest believer I'd ever met, but who showed no sign of faltering in his belief any time soon, my two would believe in me longer. I hadn't shared this with anyone, I didn't want them to worry that I was gonna freak out when I finally did loose them. I didn't think I would, but, you never know.

Tanya was at her computer, while Caeden was working on a model for a new set they were planning on producing. She shut down her computer, stretching. "Alright, I'm gonna head to the store, cause we're out of almost everything. You want anything specific, honey?"

I smiled at the pet name as Caeden looked up at her. "Now that you mention it, I have a hankering for tacos from that one vendor by the museum."

Tanya's shoulders dropped as she groaned. "But he's on the other side of town."

"But his are the best. You know I'm right." She was pouting while she slouched in her chair, slightly s[pinning back and forth. "Crunchy, the meat's cooked perfect, they're one of the only ones who actually use fresh lettuce..." Man, Caeden was laying it on thick. He must have really wanted those tacos.

"I do have to admit they're pretty good. And you know I don't like hard shell tacos." I threw in my two cents from where I sat on the floor near the coffee table that sported Caeden's model.

Tanya sighed in exasperation. "_Fine_. You've convinced me." She got up, sighing again. "Well, with that detour, I'll be gone for more than an hour, especially considering I'm gonna hit rush-hour on the way there."

He grinned at her innocently. "Sorry. The craving came on all of a sudden."

She walked over to him, bending down to give him a kiss. "Don't be, they're the best tacos in town. And now that you've got me thinking about them, they sound like dinner to me." She grinned at him while she threw on her coat and grabbed her purse and keys off of the table next to the front door. "Well, I'll be back around eight, then."

"See you then." He waved bye to her as she left through the door.

A few moments after she was gone, once he was sure she wasn't coming back, my brother jumped up and ran into their bedroom. Without getting up, I yelled at him. "What was all that about? Why are you so eager to get her out of the house?"

From the bedroom where I could hear him rummaging through stuff, he yelled back. "More like keeping her busy."

"So, I take it, you weren't craving tacos?" He appeared out of the room holding his wallet in his mouth as he set a shoebox on the counter in the kitchen. I finally got up and walked over to see what was in the box, only to drop my jaw to the floor when I did. "Dude, what's with all the green?" The shoebox was stuffed with cash. "That's not the emergency cash, is it?"

He shook his head, taking his wallet out of his mouth to shove as much of the money in as he could fit. "No, that's in the middle cookie jar behind the sink." I rolled my eyes. _Yeah, sure, hide the money in the most obvious place possible._ "This, I've been saving up for about six months, whatever I could, whenever I could." He turned to me, serious but smiling. "I'm going out to buy a ring, and I want you to help me pick it out."

I stared at him, not quite comprehending. "A ring?" He nodded as he ran to the door and threw on his jacket. "As in, an _engagement_ ring?"

"That's the one." He stuffed his wallet in an inside pocket before zipping said pocket closed.

"You're gonna propose to Tanya?" I was smiling now in excitement.

He nodded again, nerves starting to show. "Yeah. I've been thinking about this for almost a year now, but I had to wait until my trial period was over at LEGOLAND to be able to start saving up. Come on, we don't have much time." He opened the door and the two of us almost ran down the hallway for the elevator.

"Now I know why you had her go across town for tacos." We got the elevator to ourselves, so I didn't have to worry about him being able to talk back to me.

"Yeah. It was the first thing I could think of to keep her out of the house." He turned to me. "Hey, when we get back, you think you could muse me so I can get that model done so it looks like I've been working on it the whole time?"

"Way ahead of you, bro." The elevator doors dinged open and we stepped into the lobby where Caeden raised a hand to the guy at the counter. His name was Bill and he was pretty cool, even if he _was_ a stubborn guy who thought magic was all fake. I stuck my tongue out at him, as I did every time I saw him.

Once we were out on the street and rushing off towards what I assumed was a jewelry store, Caeden rolled his eyes at me. "Why do you always do that? I thought you liked Bill?"

"I do. It's the principle of the thing." I'd called a small version of my wings and was hovering just above the crowd to avoid the bodies.

"Since when did you become the younger sibling?"

"Since you turned twenty-one."

"Smart-ass." He shot me a look while he waited for the light to change so he could cross the street. He'd become so accustomed to life in the city in his years there, it was hard to believe that he'd ever lived in Niles. If it wasn't for his refusal to drive in the city, you'd think he was a native. About twenty minutes later we made it to a small-name jewelry store that had a bell that jangled as Caeden opened the door.

A woman behind the counter smiled over at us - well, him - as we walked in. "Hello, Sir. How may I help you today?"

"Um, can I see the engagement rings?" The lady smiled knowingly as she gestured towards one of the display cases on the left side of the store.

She maneuvered over there without leaving the safety of behind-the-counter as she rested her hands on the metal frame that held the glass. "What is your price range?"

"Four hundred and down."

I stared bug-eyed and slack-jawed at my brother. "How much money do you _make_ at LEGOLAND?"

Caeden struggled to hide his smile as the woman pulled out the trays that held the rings in his price range. She pointed at one tray and gestured towards the others as she spoke. "These are four hundred plus, in case you decide your girl is worth a little more." _Don't be trying to make my brother broke, bitch._ I understand upselling, but come on! "These range from $400 down to $350. These are $350 to $300. There are $300 to $250, $250 to $100, and this last case is all we have that is less than a hundred." She smiled at him in a way that said 'spend more, your woman deserves it'.

I leaned against the counter, all but shoving my face into my brother's line of sight. "If you break the bank on a ring, Tanya will kick your ass for it." I understood that part of the reason he'd wanted me to come was so that I could keep him from spending every last penny.

He glanced at the tray holding the expensive ones. "Uh, my budget's pretty firm, so I don't need that tray."

I patted him on the arm as the lady put the bank breakers away. "Good boy, now let's see what we got here." Both of us leaned in close to see the different rings. Right away we dismissed the golden ones. Yellow gold, not white gold, those were still on the table. After about forty minutes of going back and forth, Caeden finally decided on one that was priced at around $260. I'd pushed him to go for the cheaper one as it's main competition had been one right at the $400 mark. "Trust me, when she finds out how much you spent, she'll be glad you went for the cheap guy." As Caeden was paying for the ring with his many bills, I glanced at the clock. If my calculations were right, we'd be just barely making it home before her. "Uh, if you want to make sure your whole 'I've been working on my model' fib pulls through, we need to move, now."

He glanced at the clock only to widen his eyes in alarm. He looked at the woman who was wrapping up the ring, in it's box. "You don't need to do that."

"In a hurry?"

"Yeah, my girlfriend should be home soon. I need to make it back before her."

She smiled at him. "I understand." She handed over the bag. "Have a nice day, Sir. I hope it works out."

"You and me both." He snatched up the bag as he flew out the door and down the street. I glanced back at the counter to make sure he hadn't forgotten his wallet or anything in his haste before following him out the door. I called my wings again as I flew over the crowd. At the no crossing signs he anxiously tapped his foot. He checked his watch nearly every time he was forced to stop. Yep, classic 'need to beat the clock' symptoms.

"You want me to find Tanya and hold her off?"

"No, we should make it." The light switched over to the pedestrian and my bro ran across the street, almost tripping over his own feet as he turned the corner in his mad dash for his building. I was hot on his heels. Or, on his shoulders, as I was above him. You know what I mean. As we jumped into the elevator, he was fiddling with the bag nervously. I wasn't sure if it was nerves about getting back first, or nerves about what was in the bag.

When we tumbled through the door, he threw off his coat and ran around the apartment, trying to find a good hiding place. After he had, He sat down if front of his model and stared at me. I immediately sent out my powers as I watched him furiously work on his project. I went to the window as he worked to watch for Tanya. About ten minutes later, I saw her walking down the sidewalk, loaded down with bags and one Styrofoam container that do doubt held the tacos. "Heads up." He looked up from his model for about a millisecond before going back to work on it. Just before she walked in the door, he sat back, shoulders slumping.

The door opened and Tanya almost fell in. "Hey, can you guys give me a hand with these?" Both of us jumped up to help, me grabbing the tacos, Caeden grabbing half the bags. After the bags had been deposited onto the counter, Tanya looked over her shoulder at the Lego model. "Oh, hey, you finished it!"

Caeden hooked a finger at me. "Story helped."

"I mused him." I shrugged nonchalantly.

"Well, I'm glad you got that done." Caeden nodded as she went to the door to take off her coat. When she had her back turned he looked at me and gave me a wink which I reciprocated with an added smirk.

-

Music was blaring in the background as the band played through their fifth set for the night. Legends was as packed as usual and just as noisy. Artie and Goliath were manning the bar tonight, while Dollie and Shady were running drinks and food, i.e. waitressing. There were two other waiters who's names I hadn't caught, but who were there often. They were friends with the lead guitar for the band, who's name I also had yet to catch. Yeah, it'd been eight years, but I was antisocial at times. Plus, I was still avoiding Sunny a bit. Almost every night I was there, he ended up drunk, and I refused to associate with him until I caught him sober. Which meant his band mates were off limits to me most nights, as they spent their down-time all at the same table, with only Mors being the occasional exception.

In the past seven years since the Solstice, I'd started being viewed as a regular. Everyone knew my drink, my food, and when I picked a song. I even had my own seat that most people held for me if I was planning on showing up. It was at the bar off to the side that faced the stage. From there I had a good view of the club, and I was close to who I considered to be my friends there. Namely, the employees. About five years back Artie had made me a calendar with all of the 'big nights' marked on it. The big nights were the ones that Legends was sure to be full to the brim with drunk immortals. Needless to say I avoided the majority of those nights. Most nights I showed up on my own and hung out with my buds.

Tonight was not one of those nights. Tonight, Sam and I had met up almost the moment he got there, as I'd gotten there first. I'd tried to talk Jack into coming, but he'd argued that most of the crowd had a problem with him... because he'd pranked nearly all of them over the years. So it was just Sam and me. As it had been every other time we'd all tried to meet up since Sam and I met. We were deep in conversation about horror movies, well, it had started as horror movies.

"Okay, so, who would you rather face-off against; Jeepers Creepers or Pennywise?" We'd been playing the either or game for over an hour now, going back and forth from places to people to situations. It was Sam's turn to ask me, and I had to admit, he picked a good one.

I thought for a minute, tapping my finger against my jaw as I thought. "Now, that's a trick question. It depends, am I on Creepers' list, and is it one of his off years?"

"Yes, and no."

"Then Pennywise, hands down. Tim Curry? That's my boy right there! And we all know he can be killed, where as Jeepers Creepers doesn't die. He always comes back." I took a sip of my drink - diet Dr. Pepper, big surprise - as I thought of what to fire back at him. "Attic or basement? Without your powers."

He'd been about to answer before I'd added the second bit in. Now he sat thinking while I awaited his answer. "Attic. I can always jump out the window."

"Basements have windows."

"Yeah, but in horror movies, they're always locked." I nodded in a way that said 'true'. After a minute, he waved his finger at me, his face saying that he'd thought of a good one. "Colossal Titan or Armored Titan?"

"Ooh... that's tough... I'm gonna have to say... Colossal Titan, simply because the Armored Titan is known to me as the 'Holy Crap Move Out of the Way' Titan." As I thought of what to ask him, my mind strayed back to the conversations I'd had with him over the years. There were a number of things Sam didn't like to talk about for whatever reason, which I respected. However, I had no idea what they were, so I'd accidentally brought up sore subjects to him before. It made me want to watch what I said, but that wasn't really in my nature. "Alright, to turn things off of detestable options, chocolate or vanilla?"

"Chocolate." He scrunched his eyebrows at me, smiling. "You should know that by now."

"I was just checking." I shrugged.

He laughed. "Okay, uh... Sweet or sour?"

I grinned at him. "_You_ should know_ that_. Sour. Uh... Now or later?" Might as well stick to the candy theme.

He looked down at the floor for a minute. He was really putting thought into this one. Eventually, he looked up and stated his answer with conviction. "Later."

"Really?"

He shrugged. "We're immortal, aren't we? We've got time for later." He took a sip of his drink, of which I had no idea what it was. I did know it had a minor amount of alcohol in it. However, it was the only drink he'd had so far tonight and he was sipping it slowly, so he still seemed super sober. "Besides, I prefer not to rush into things."

"That's where we differ. I choose now. I could spout that old adage of 'why put off for later what you can do today', but that's not why."

"I thought you were a massive procrastinator." He pinned me with a look, daring me to lie about what we both knew to be absolutely true.

"I am, but that's not what I'm getting at. We might have time to wait, but that doesn't mean we should waist the time we've got. I'm all for taking things slow, but you should know by now that I'd rather jump first and deal with the repercussions later, than be kept wondering what if." The music cut out and I glanced towards the stage to see that the band had just finished the set and were jumping down into the crowd. "I was waiting around my entire life and that was my one regret when I died." I looked back at Sam. "I pretty much promised myself that I'd make the most of every minute I got."

"Yet you're still a procrastinator." He pointed out.

"I never said I changed my ways."

"Okay, okay... Um... Midnight or noon?"

"Midnight. No, noon - no, midnight - no - " I cut off, trying to figure it out. I'd thought it was a no brainer, I loved the midnight hour. The hour between days where magic was at it's most powerful. But I loved noon too, the sun was at it's brightest, the weather was at it's warmest and the day was in full swing. "Damn. That's hard!" Sam was chuckling at me and I shot him a stink eye. "Fine, midnight. Sunrise or suns- "

"Sunset." The smile had fallen from his face and he'd said it with such sincerity that I had no doubt that his answer was honest.

"That was fast. You didn't even let me finish."

"I don't like sunrises, end of story."

"Oookaaay." File that under 'things Sam doesn't like to talk about'.

Before I could ask Sam to elaborate, Artie walked over to us. "You guys need refills?"

Sam gestured to his glass that was still half full. "I'm good."

"Me too, maybe in a little bit."

"Okay." He flashed us a smile as he walked away to tackle some of the other customers. I liked Artie, I really did. Not just because he was King Arthur - which was still pretty awesome even after almost a decade of knowing. I mean, just looking at him, you wouldn't know that he _was_ King Arthur. Except for the fact that he usually had Excalibur strapped to his back. He just didn't act like the typical ruler.

As if he'd read my mind, Sam spoke up. "Yeah, Artie's humble... Not really what you expect from a legendary king, huh?"

"Not at all." I watched as he joked around with some of the other patrons, some of whom were already well into their seventh drink or upwards. "Except he wasn't born a king. He was as poor as everyone until he pulled Excalibur out. So that would - logically - give him a more down to earth quality than most royalty." Silently, I sent a mental thank you towards Artie for appearing at just the right time to diffuse a possibly tense situation created by my big mouth.

"Agreed." He glanced towards the jukebox to see that the line was nearly nonexistent. "I'm gonna go pick a song. Be right back." He got up, leaving his drink behind as he headed for the machine.

"Pick something for me too!" I yelled at him right before he disappeared into the crowd. He turned back and shot me a thumbs up.

A few moments after I lost sight of him I heard a soft, musical voice close behind me. "Hey, Artie! I need a Sprite, a lemonade, and two waters." I turned around to see Gaia leaning against the counter, looking away from me.

"Coming right up!"

"Thank you sir." Artie rolled his eyes at the title, but got to work pouring the drinks anyway.

I couldn't keep in my comment. "I hope the water is for Sunny."

"Oh, yeah. I'm not letting him get drunk on my watch." She turned around to see who she was talking to. When she set eyes on me a smile broke out across her face. "Oh, hi. You're... Starry?"

"Story."

"Right. You were the one who started that started the round of singing a few years back, right?"

I nodded. "And also the person who got Sunny booted out that one time on the Solstice."

She winced. "I'm sorry for him. I try and keep him dry on nights we're playing, but somehow people always manage to slip him some."

"I already know about his problem with the word no."

"It's not his fault, really. He has a reason for not saying no."

"And what would that be?" I was starting to get a little tired of people defending him. If it was that common place to apologize for him, then they should have had ample time to cure his habit.

"Uh..." She looked away for a moment. "That's actually his secret to tell. I'd love to clue you in, as he's obviously made a lousy impression on you, but I promised him that I'd keep his secret."

"Fair enough."

She stuck out her hand. "I'm Gaia, by the way. I hear you're friends with Frost."

I accepted her offered hand shake, nodding. "Yep."

"As far as the other Seasons go, he's my favorite."

"You don't like summer?"

Thus far, my impression of Gaia had been sweet, loving, flower-child, ready-with-a-smile, and trustworthy. However, at my mention of the warmest season, something flashed in her eyes and anger clouded her features, showing me a completely different person. "No, in fact, I can't stand it. The Spirit of Summer and I have never been on good terms and I can't see that changing any time soon. Nor do I want it to."

Artie returned with her drinks just then. "Here you go, Gaia."

"Thanks, Artie." She smiled sweetly at him, nearly all traces of the danger in her previous reaction gone. She turned back to me as she grabbed up the drinks. "It was nice meeting you, Story. I hope hat you can see Sunny on a sober night sometime soon, he's really not as bad as he seems."

I flashed her a smile back. "I'll take your word for it." With that, she turned and began weaving her way back to the table that her and her band mates had claimed for the night. I wasn't going to take her word for it, though. Sunny would have to prove himself to me just like everyone else.

A few minutes later, Sam returned with a smug smile on his face. "Alright, the songs have been chosen."

I snorted. "Chosen, huh? So what have you _chosen_ for my song?"

"You'll just have to wait and see." He smiled secretly as he took a sip of his drink.

_That but-head._ He knew I'd be supper curious now. I shot him a stink eye before my eye drifted over to Gaia and the other band members. Sunny was obediently drinking his water while Gaia and the guitarist were running defense of any and all other drinks. "I wonder why Annie just doesn't ban people from buying Sunny drinks when the band plays?" I'd mused it out loud, not even realizing I'd said it.

Next to me, Sam shrugged. "Legends has two rules and two rules only. No fighting and no mortals." I'd said the second rule in synch with him, which made him crack a smile. "Annie's explained it to me before - why she's never added any more rules." He turned on his stool to gesture out at the crowd. "Part of it is because she trusts our judgment. She said that, if we're aware of the repercussions of our actions enough to still act, then we should also know when not to." He glanced back at me for a moment. "Of course, some of us are a bit more reckless than others."

"What are you looking at me for?"

He chuckled. "Nothing. The other reason she doesn't impose more rules is because she believes we should have free will. We're all basically autonomous as far as doing our jobs goes. She doesn't think a club should have more rules than those that came with our immortality."

He had a point. I mean, even though they were unspoken, our rules were simple and absolute. Don't deliberately trick mortals, though playing harmless pranks was allowed, so long as there was no lasting damage. Don't do anything to cause serious damage to any other immortals, spats are allowed of course, but costing them believers or harming them isn't. Lastly, don't mess with another immortals work, again, pranks for fun permitted. Obviously, Pitch Black was an exception to these rules, but that was because he hadn't been created by any of the Constellation families. In all essence, Pitch was a self sustained immortal. _I wonder if he'll still be immortal once the fearlings leave him?_ It was something to think about, nonetheless.

"I can't say I disagree with her. The free will part anyway." I spotted Annie in the crowd, her yellow top standing out like a beacon. She was chatting with a group of darker skinned immortals near the dance floor, laughing at something one of them said.

Sam shrugged again, following my gaze to find her as well. "She told me once that she thinks Manny should be more vocal with us." He looked back at me, picking up his drink as he did. "I don't know. I feel like him not saying anything means he trusts us to do our jobs."

I didn't say anything for once. I was sort of halfway between, to be honest. I knew a lot of us could use a more vocal boss. Jack for example. If only for the fact that it feels sort of like he brought us back and said have at it... but he never told any of us _how_ to have at it. But, I guess that you could look at it like he trusts us. I mean, he does talk to us sometimes, like when he tells the Guardians about new members, or if something _really_ drastic is happening. Also, and this might be my bleeding heart talking, but... Manny's probably antisocial, having spent his whole life in the Moon Clipper. Poor guy's ever had anyone to talk to before. _Which is probably why he doesn't talk to us._ Over the years, I've learned to hold in my opinions when I know they'll be met with controversy. Every once in a while, I plow ahead anyway, but this time was one of those times that my voice of reason won out.

-

Two months after our mad dash for the ring, I got a plane from Caeden saying that he wanted to enlist my help once more. So I made my way to Chicago for an 'impromptu visit' that was sure to be full of feels. As per his 'instructions' I talked Tanya into taking a walk. It was a nice day, but not too nice, so there weren't as many people out as there would have been. We headed to the park down the block from their apartment which featured a gazebo not unlike the one that had adorned the courtyard of Brandywine. I did my best to seem unsuspicious, but I don't know how successful I was. Tanya seemed unaware, though.

I had my hands stuffed into my pockets as we walked down the path. Tanya had her Bluetooth stuck in her ear so we could talk, as always. She glanced towards me, trying to pass it off like she was looking around. "So, how long do you think you're staying this time?"

I shrugged, something I'd been doing more so now that I was spending time with Sam. "Not long." I looked away to hide my smile. "Just for a day or two."

She nodded, gaze caught by a family walking their dog a little ways away from us. "I'm sorry Caeden had to work today. It would have been nice if we could have all hung out together."

I nodded, trying desperately to will my smile away. "Yeah. But he can't really call off work because his immortal sister came for a visit, now can he?"

She sighed. "I know. Sometimes I think all this would be a whole lot easier if you were normal." The look I shot her made her quickly stammer in elaboration. "Well, I mean, not normal personality normal. I love you how you are. I mean," She looked down. "You wouldn't be you if you were normal. I just wish that other people could see you so they didn't think we were making you up." She looked back to me. "You know?"

"Yeah, I know." I turned around so I was walking backwards. "I kinda felt like that when I first met Jack - before I became immortal myself." I looked up at the clouds which were racing. "But you know, it's kinda fun being invisible." I glanced back towards her. "I don't have to apologize for my actions as much." My honesty there, said in a joking manner, had both of us laughing.

I turned back around to see where I was going and spotted the gazebo off to my left. My eyes caught sight of Caeden standing inside of it and a tiny smile flickered across my face. _Time for the big reveal._ "Hey, let's go over there." I gestured towards the structure with my head.

She looked up, squinting a little as she noticed someone standing there. She was wearing her contacts today, but the girl's eyesight was still less than stellar. Especially compared to my immortal eyesight which was superior regardless. "There's someone there already."

"So? That doesn't mean they own the thing. The park's public space." I hooked my arm through hers and began to tow her along. She sighed behind me and grumbled something along the lines of 'fine'. _You won't be grumbling in a minute, missy._

I pulled her into the middle of the gazebo where Caeden had his back turned. When we stepped under the roof, Tanya stopped in confusion, scrunching her eyebrows together while staring at my brother. "Caeden? What are you doing here? I thought you had to work today."

"She's all yours, bro." I shot him a smirk as I ducked out.

Tanya turned to see le stepping away. "Story, where are you going?" Any response she was expecting me to give - but that I hadn't been planning on giving - was cut off by Caeden clearing his throat behind her. She turned back around to see Caeden standing in front of her.

He smiled, looking confident and nervous at the same time. "Tanya, I've known you for over eight years. In that time, we've become friends, believers, and a couple." Tanya was staring at him like she didn't know what was going on... which she probably didn't. "When Story introduced us, I had no idea where we would end up - and I still don't. What I do know is, you are the love of my life, and I can't imagine spending the rest of it without you." He reached into his pocket to pull out the ring-box as he knelt in front of his soon to be fiancé. On her end of things, Tanya's jaw about hit the ground. "So, would you, Tanya Elise Kenwood... Marry me?" He held open the box and held it up for her.

Tanya stared down at the ring, eyes darting from it back to Caeden. She started nodding before she said anything. As she nodded, smiles broke out on both of their faces. "Yes." Caeden went to pull the ring out of it's box as they both laughed a little. I assumed because they were both so happy. "Yes!" Caeden spilled the ring on her finger and she threw her arms around his neck. He was still kneeling on the floor of the gazebo so they both almost fell over.

Part of me wanted to rush over and join in on the hug... but this was their moment. And besides, I had a front row seat where I was. While the two of them were making googley eyes at each other I was grinning like an idiot. Part of me had been threatening that she had better say yes, but the rest of me told that part to shut it. If I'd been happy for them way back when, I was now overjoyed. And I was _so_ proud of Caeden for having planned all of this by himself. Unlike the last time he'd been planning something like this, where he'd asked my advice every five seconds.

_My job's done._ I smiled one last time before calling my wings, ready to head out. After I was above the park, I hastily scribbled a note for them and sent it to their mailbox. They get it soon enough. _I'm happy for you, bro._


	22. Catching Up

Every time I dropped down this hole, I thought it would never end. And this time was no different. Almost three minutes after entering the dang thing I hit bottom, and once more there were no cushions or anything so it hurt. Actually, I think that the floor had gotten harder in recent years. I grumbled as I stood up, rubbing the sore spot on my butt where I had landed. "Hey! Tall, dark and scary! Where you at?" Ever since my first visit almost eight years ago, I'd taken to coming back once a year, so this wasn't my first time back. _And probably not my last. _Each time had been short and sweet as Pitch had all but thrown me out. That, however, wasn't gonna stop me.

A few moments after my arrival, once I'd walked inwards a bit, Pitch materialized out of a shadow almost directly in front of me which resulted in me almost walking into him. He glared down at me menacingly. "_You're_ back again?" I started back at him indignantly. "What is it going to take to get you to leave me _alone_?" If he'd been less proper, I'm sure he'd have been crossing his arms then. As it was, he held them behind his back and lurked over me.

I crossed _my_ arms as I shot him a stubborn look. "What is it gonna take for _you_ to realize that you can't shake me?"

He turned around, frustrated. I could have sworn he rolled his eyes at me, but he turned away before I could be sure. "You are worse than a flea!" He shot me a glance before walking away. "And twice as annoying."

"And you thought Jack was bad." I smirked at him back, though he couldn't see. I strolled after him, ensuing our usual routine. Which was, to say, me following him around until he threw me out. "So, what's new?"

He let out an annoyed sigh without turning to face me. In the past few years he'd become less polite and more annoyed with me. _Could have called that. _"What _isn't_ new is my solitude." He finally turned around long enough to shoot me a look filled with frustration. "Which I would prefer to your incessant chatter."

The fearlings were writhing in the shadows around us. If I were less confident - and less reckless - they'd probably have worried me a bit. As it was, I had to force myself to not glance at them every time one of them shifted around. "Come on, I've got to be better company than these guys." I gestured around at said shadow creatures.

Pitch didn't turn around but he got my point. He snorted at me while still managing to seem dignified about it. "Hardly. At least _they_ are quiet." He reached an old banquet table from his galleon and sat down at the head chair, looking tired. I wasn't sure if it was from me being my annoying self, or from how well the Guardians were keeping kids happy. How well Jack was doing his job.

"How are you really doing?"

He set his head in one of his hands, the other braced on his knee. The fearling at his feet looked almost eager at how fatigued he was. "As if _you_ care."

"As I've told you close to a hundred times now, _I do._ Hence why I offered you my friendship on my first visit." I stood next to him, staring down at him for once. "Seriously, how are you doing?"

He glared up at me. "I've been better." I stared down at him, caught between wanting to continue trying to be his friend and giving up, being the enemy he saw me as. "You can tell the _Guardians_ that they've beaten me and that I'm hardly a threat now." The way he said 'Guardians' was with malice and envy.

"They don't know I've been coming to see you. No one does." He looked up at me, a glint in his eye then. "So I can't really tell them that, now can I?" He didn't answer for a while and I thought he might really be tired. "I can come back on a different day if you want."

He laughed once, humorlessly. "I'd rather you leave and _never_ come back." He glanced up at me again. "As you well know."

I stared down at him, my arm now braced on the table. "You do realize I'm more stubborn than you, right?"

He snorted again. "Yes, I've noticed."

"So you should just give in and accept the fact that I'm gonna keep coming back."

He glared up at me again, and the annoyance in his eyes had been replaced with anger. _Whoops._ "Leave."

I held my arms up in surrender as I backed away. He didn't get up, though he glared at me the entire time. I even felt his eyes on me as I flew up through the hole with the winds' help. When I landed on solid ground once again I stared down at the hole, shaking my head. When was he gonna give up? I sighed as I started walking away.

Was I wasting my time, dropping by every year? I mean, this was the boogeyman we're talking about here. Anyone else wouldn't have even dropped in once. _You're not everyone else._ True, very true. Inner voice gets another point. But I wasn't sure if what I was doing was even gonna work. _What _are_ you doing, anyway?_ The question stopped me in my tracks for a minute. What _was_ I trying to do? _You're trying to free Kozmotis._ Right, but how is dropping in and annoying Pitch gonna help with that?

I really didn't know. All I did know was that I was doing the one thing I could think of. I was trying the only way I knew how. Whether or not it was going to work remained unseen, but I wasn't gonna give up trying. I'm way too stubborn.

I shook my head again, to dislodge the thoughts from my head so I could think about happier subjects. I called my wings and launched myself up above the tree-line, immediately heading westward. When the Chicago skyline came into view I ducked towards Caeden and Tanya's apartment. I had to land on street level and sneak in through the front door - which never got old - especially when you consider the fact that I did ninja stunts on my way in. You know, wall crawling and all... serpentine maneuver... sue me, I was having fun! I half walked, half flew up the stairs with a smaller version of my wings as I climbed the few floors to their level.

In the last two years a lot had happened to my oldest believers. Since the engagement, not only had the wedding happened - which I'd attended of course. Oh, it had been beautiful. And in my mind I couldn't help but call it adorkable. Their colors had been purple and light blue - the purple had been mandated by the streak that Tanya refused to dye out of her hair. I'd asked her before why she kept it, and she told me that she put the streak in to 'make her world more colorful'. By now she was so used to it that she couldn't imagine getting rid of it.

The wedding had been more casual than most, though it was still massively traditional. Tanya's dress had been a high-low cut with a scoop neck. It really suited her - and I know because I helped her pick it out. I ended up going with her and the others to pick out the dress, and even though no one else could see me, I was okay with it. Her mom had wanted her to get a ball-gown or A-line, whereas her maid of honor wanted her to get a mermaid gown. Both had envisioned her in a strapless number. I'd eyed their choices with disdain. Not because they were ugly dresses or anything - they were actually really pretty - but they weren't Tanya. She wasn't a girly-girl who wore poufy dresses with loads of details and sparkles and lace. I'd discreetly added my picks to the stack and lo and behold, my pick won out.

On the day of the event everything had gone smoothly, with only minor setbacks. The setbacks were the usual ones though, so no one really freaked out. Tanya had wanted me in the wedding party, but all three of us knew that it wasn't possible, what with me being invisible to the entirety of the church. So I stood off to the side and watched like everyone else. It was a fairly typical service. Her mom cried, so did mine. A kid cried in the background because he didn't like the 'stupid clothes' he was forced to wear. You know, the usual. The reception was as semi-typical as the ceremony. However, it had a 'childlike' theme. All of their favorite things from their childhoods had a reference somewhere in sight. From their shoes with each other's names printed on the bottom, to the wands and lightsabers at each table, to the song choices. And I could name about 90 percent of them. References, not the songs, though I could name those too.

It was a fun night, to be sure. However, the following month I kept a tactical distance... You know, honeymoon and all. But when I came back around afterwards, the two of them were looking for a bigger apartment, simply because they wanted to. Their new one, which is where I was now, was a little closer to downtown, Tanya having lived in Chicago long enough to get over her claustrophobia about it. It was a few hundred square feet bigger, but you couldn't really tell. Well, I couldn't tell, they could. All I knew was, their living room was bigger and they had a spare room for when anyone stopped by. Anyone like me, for instance.

I got to their door and knocked on it five times. Before either of them had a chance to come to the door, I leaned my face towards the gap between the door and the wall. "Do you wanna build a snowman?" I heard laughter on the other side of the door before Tanya's face appeared, having opened it.

"Why do you always start a visit like that?" She was smiling as she closed the door behind me.

"The temptation is too great to resist." I smirked at her as the two of us went and sat on the couch. I could still see the depression from where she'd been sitting before I'd gotten there. The T.V. was on and she was watching something that was very familiar. "Ooh! Trinity Blood! Is this Netflix or something?"

She nodded. "Yeah, I've got the day off so I'm binge watching anime."

"Well, it looks like I got here just in time. Still single digits, right?" I gestured to the T.V.

"Yep. Episode three, The Star of Sorrow part 1, The City of Blood. God, I love Abel so much."

"Me too. Seth's better, though."

She shot me a stink eye. "She's barely in it."

"But she's awesome enough to make an impression in the time she's there." I turned to the screen, watching as Abel and Esther were arrested. "However, everything is trumped by the Crusnik mode."

"I here ya'." We high-fived without taking our eyes off of the screen. We chatted idly on and off throughout the thirty or so episodes, and when we'd finished the series we moved on to something far more badass. "I can't believe I've never seen this one."

"Attack on Titan is a staple for any anime fan. Trust me. Every single second is badass. I first got interested in watching it, after seeing a clip titled 'Eren's badass moment'. After watching the first few episodes, I realized that it should have been called _one of_ Eren's badass moment_s_. It's that awesome."

"I'm gonna take your word for it. But, since we're watching it, I'll see for myself won't I?"

"That you will." As the first episode began and Guren No Yumiya blared out of the speakers, I made a complete fool of myself by dancing like an idiot. Fist pumping every time it screamed Jeager and doing the salute about five times through the song. I then proceeded to do that every time it played. By the fourth episode, Tanya was doing it with me. The show had sucked her in.

"Oh my god! I want the gear so bad!"

"I know, me too!"

"You can fly though." She pinned me with a look.

"That doesn't mean my inner fangirl doesn't deserve a set of ODM gear for herself."

She giggled at me as the credits rolled for the end of the episode. "Oh, I just remembered!" She got up off the couch and ran to the bedroom, looking for something. I glanced out the window at the city who's lights were shining brightly. Night had fallen while we'd been watching anime. I glanced at the clock to see that it was almost nine at night. _Caeden should be home soon._ When she came back, it was with a book in her hand. "We just published this one." She handed it to me and I inspected the cover, which featured an armored woman wielding a sword. "I got to be one of the test readers, so I got a copy for free once it was off the press." She shrugged. "I figured you'd like it."

"Thanks. I saw this one being advertised, and I was curious about it." I looked up from the book. "To tell you the truth, I'm glad they're still making books. Otherwise I'd be reduced to reading a random stranger's kindle over their shoulder whenever I wanted a new read." I rolled my eyes, grateful that there were still enough people out there that liked holding an actual book in their hands. I waved the book a little to emphasize it. "So other than this, what's new?"

"Actually... I found something out a few weeks ago that I'm really excited about."

"What is it?" I was a little distracted by the book in my hands. I'd flipped it over to read the excerpt on the back. _This sounds like a good one._

"I'm pregnant."

It took me a few moments for her words to sink in, but when they did, I almost threw the book across the room. "Oh my god!"

She was smiling widely. "I know! Caeden and I were both surprised, but, now that we know, we're both excited." She glanced down at her belly, laying a hand over it.

"Oh, my, god... I'm going to be a fucking aunt!"

Tanya giggled. "Technically you already are, Nick has his son."

I waved it off. "And my two older step brothers both have a few littles running around too. I'm excited because you guys are the only ones I still talk to!"

Tanya laughed at my usual snarky enthusiasm. "Caeden's trying to put in as many extra hours as he can early on, so he can get off unscathed when we get to crunch time. That's why he's not home yet."

"Makes sense." I nodded. "So do you guys know the gender yet?"

She shook her head, glancing down at her belly that her hand hadn't left. "Not yet. Three more weeks, then we'll know."

"Do you guys have any names picked out yet?"

She shrugged, tearing her eyes away and back to me. "If it's a boy Caeden wants Luke."

I face-palmed. "Don't tell me he wants to be able to say 'Luke, I am your father'?"

She nodded, the look on her face telling me that that was the exact reason. "Afraid so. But I can't really argue, that _would_ be cool."

"So if it's a girl are you going for Stacey?" She gave me a blank look that begged for elaboration. "Stacey's mom, has got it goin' on."

She giggled at how I did a little dance as I sang it. "No, actually, I'm pulling for Elizabeth. It's my great grandma's name. We were really close before she died when I was nine." I was nodding in confirmation. A lot of people had reasons like that for naming their kids. And then there was my brother, who was a geek through and through. "If it's a girl I also want her middle name to be Victoria."

I shrugged. "Cool." I didn't know why she was looking at me like I should back her up on it or something.

"I want it to be Victoria because of you." I was confused, what did the name Victoria have to do with me? "I know your name was Tori, but that's usually a nickname for Victoria, so..." My eyebrows shot skyward as I realized what she was getting at.

"You wanna name your kid after me!" She nodded, smiling slightly. "Well... I really don't know how to respond to that. I've never had anyone offer to name anything after me, let alone their kid."

She shrugged, still smiling. "Well, you're so important to us, and when you were mortal you and Caeden were so close. It just makes sense to me."

Her eyes drifted back to her belly, and I couldn't help but think of the difference in my brother's relationship with me then, and our relationship now. Back then, we'd been inseparable. I was his favorite person in the world - besides Harry Potter. Now, I was barely around and he had a real life. I was just a reminder of how things used to be when he was younger. While Tanya was otherwise occupied I took the chance to study her. She'd really grown up a lot from the first time I saw her in the art room. I compared the art geek I'd known then to the adult I saw now, and I almost didn't recognize her. _They're finally growing up._ The thought scared me.

"Tanya?" Just as I'd been distracted by the book earlier, now she was distracted by the human being growing inside of her. So she 'hm'd without looking up. If she'd been paying attention, she'd have noticed that my previous jovial tone had been replaced with something far more somber. I closed my eyes and looked down at the floor before speaking up. "I need you to promise me something." She 'hm'd again, without looking up. "You and Caeden are gonna stop believing in me. Probably sometime soon." Her eyes shot up, alarm on her face. I didn't give her a chance to say anything, though. "And when you do, you're gonna forget everything about me. Every conversation we ever had, everything we ever did together, and me. I'm not gonna exist to either of you any more and you'll think I was some game you two played."

"Hold up! What are you talking about?" She pushed herself up straight, staring at me intently.

I was avoiding her eyes. "You know how believing in us works. When you stop believing, we're not real anymore. Not to you." I finally met her eyes again. "And it's gonna happen to the two of you. I've been trying to hold it off, but it's been a long time coming and I saw it in the distance from the start."

"Story, no. Caeden and I would _never_ -"

I cut her off. "Sophie's already stopped believing."

She sat in silence for a moment. "Jamie's little sister?" I nodded. "But I thought you said she was a strong believer."

"She was." I thought back to the day that Sophie stopped believing in all of us. She'd been in college for a year, and she just stopped caring about 'kid things'. Just like that. "But it happens to everyone, no matter how hard we try to hold on. Our world had so firmly stamped into our minds that magic isn't real that no one can be stay uncorrupted forever." Not even Jamie. Even though I still held out hope that he'd be a believer until the day he died... I really couldn't say.

"But that still doesn't mean we're gonna stop."

I looked at her, my expression bittersweet. "It's already started." The look of shock on her face almost made me want to lie and put her back in bliss... but I couldn't, not to her. She was the only one I could ever tell these things to, face to face. "You guys forget I'm here when I'm in the same room. Caeden hasn't called me Tori in years." That above everything told me that they were nearing the end. Caeden was referring to me by my immortal name, which meant he didn't see me as his sister any more. My strongest connection with him was gone. Now it was just a matter of time. "Honestly, I'm surprised that you two have lasted this long... I expected to loose you a long time ago."

"But we still believe in you!" She reached out and grasped my wrist. "See? You're still real to me."

I sighed. "For now." I stared at her hand, covering mine. "Every extra day with the two of you is more than I could ask for." I glanced out the window, seeing in my mind the day I came home after those first six years. "To be honest, I never expected to have Caeden back at all..." I looked back at her. She was desperate for me to say I was kidding, to reassure her that I was always gonna be around. But I was tired of pretending that things weren't happening. "Look, I need you to promise me, when you don't remember me anymore," Tears were starting to well up at the back of my eyes and I set my jaw, trying to hold them in. "Remember this; I will always be here for you. I don't care if you two walk through me every day of your lives, I'll still be here to watch out for you. You and your kid." I sniffed, still trying to hold in the minute tears. "And if they believe in me, and they ask about the lady in the pictures," I pointed towards one of their prom pictures, one that I'd photo-bombed. "Tell them that. That I'm gonna be watching out for them. I don't care if you forget everything else, just remember that. Please."

Tanya stared at me for a minute or two before she finally nodded. "Okay."

I nodded back, sniffing again. I picked up the book as I stood up, whipping at my eyes. I held up the book as I walked to the door. "I'll uh, I'll tell you what I think of the book when I finish it."

"Story, wait -" I didn't hear whatever protest she made because I shut the door behind me, heading for the roof. When I got there I called my wings and flew back home with tears leaking out of my eyes the entire way. _I don't want to let them go... I don't want them to forget me._

-

A few days later I was down at the South Pole, visiting with my old roommates. I hadn't told them about my encounter with Tanya, nor was I planning to. All week, I'd been peppered with planes from Tanya and Caeden, trying to get me to talk to them. I read a few of them, but I hadn't responded except to say that I was sorry for dampening the mood on my last visit, and that I'd be back eventually.

Sel and Jack both noticed that something was up from how I was avoiding any and all mentions about my longest standing believers. Though neither of them said anything, they took my lead and didn't ask. Del was oblivious about it. Even though he had his moments of genius, he was usually the one caught asking us what was going on. Korri was spending my visit locked in her room. She'd said hi, which for her had been to say "_You're_ back?" before rolling her eyes and strutting off. Even with my down mood, I didn't take it personally, that's just how she was.

We were all in the living room. Be all I meant Del, Jack, Sel, and I. The latter two and myself were playing Mario Karts, which was by now an extremely outdated game. We didn't care though, it was still fun. Jack chose Metal Mario, Sel chose Yoshi and I chose Bowser. The same basic lineup as usual. When the three of us play things get real competitive. None of us like to loose.

Confetti rained down on one section of the screen and trumpets blared. I turned to look at Jack, eyes narrowed. He shrugged, grinning at Sel and me. "Don't blame me. I won fair and square."

"Sure." Sel set down her controller and leaned back on her coiled tail with her arms folded. "I think I am done for the day. I would rather be reading than have Jack smirking at me after every win."

"Oh, come on. Loosing's not that bad." Jack was sitting cross-legged on one end of the couch.

"Then why don't you ever want to loose?" I raised an eyebrow at Jack from where I sat between the two of them.

"Because winning is more fun, duh." Sel got up and glided out of the room, presumably heading form either the library or her bedroom, where she could read in private. Jack glanced at her as she left, but returned his eyes to me once she was out of sight. "So, what d'ya say? Rematch?"

"You're on." Jack and I chose our avatars, this time I got to Metal Mario before he did. He shot me a stick eye before choosing Luigi. The countdown started and we were off. Immortals have faster reflexes than most mortals, which came in handy when playing video games, believe it or not. We can punch in cheat codes like nobody's business and we can mash buttons like there's no tomorrow. Also, we can jerk the joystick a different direction before crashing the Karts, so the games were more intense.

A few minutes after we took off, confetti rained down once more while the fanfare sounded. Jack raised his arms over his head in triumph. "Yes!" I stuck my tongue out at him as a response.

"The rock wall's not enough, you have to beat me at video games too?"

"Like I said. Tunnel. Vision." He grinned back at my displeased face, almost making me giggle. "Okay, go again?"

"Deal me in!" I turned towards the familiar voice in surprise. I didn't expect them to be there, by any means.

Jack turned around, smiling. "Hey, Sam! I was wondering when you'd get here. Take a seat." Jack gestured towards the chairs scattered about.

"What are you doing here?" I'd addressed the question to Sam, but it was Jack who answered.

"I invited him. We haven't all hung out together in a while." He shrugged nonchalantly as he handed the controller that Sel had vacated to Sam.

"That's because," He flopped into the chair next to Jack's side of the couch. "You're scared of showing your face at Legends."

"Am not!" Both Sam and I shot looks at Jack. "It's not my fault they can't take a joke."

"They being everyone to ever become an immortal." I was still staring at Jack, daring him to deny it.

"Exactly." He grinned back at me before turning to the screen. "Hey!"

I turned my head to see what he was 'hey'-ing about, only to find that, while Jack and I had been talking, Sam had chosen Metal Mario. "You snooze, you lose." Sam grinned at Jack smugly. I quickly chose my character, Pink Gold Peach. I like to switch things up and I hadn't been her in a while. Jack grumbled as he chose Toad.

The next few races went the same as the previous, with me loosing. I did manage to win one game, but only because Del snored loudly right near the end and startled the boys. After about ten rounds, Sam looked over at me, surprised. "Wow, you suck at this."

I frowned at him, eyes narrowed. Jack leaned back, arms folded behind his head and smirked at the two of us. "And yet, she's the only one of us who's ever gotten a driver's license. What does that tell you about the instructors?" I threw a pillow at him, which hit him on the side of his head. He grinned at me and threw it back, however, I ducked in time and it only grazed me. I grinned triumphantly at him while simultaneously shaking my head. "You started it."

"Yes I did." I stuck my tongue out at him before having to duck another pillow. Before I knew it, we were in a full on, three way, pillow fight, which I never would have thought of, normally. Considering that two of the pillow fighters were male. However, it was more like pillow boxing and such, as we were really throwing them hard. So it wasn't that surprising. The fight finally ended when Sam threw a couch cushion at Jack, who'd been hovering in the air. Jack dodged and it ended up hitting Del in the face. It didn't wake him up, but he did stir in his sleep. All three of us winced and quietly backed out of the room.

We got about ten feet away before all of us almost fell to the floor in a fit of giggles. We retreated to the entryway, still laughing. Honestly, I had no idea what was so funny. It felt good to laugh though. I think the last time I'd laughed that hard, was when one of my mortal best friends and I had been at Wal-Mart. I don't know what we started laughing about but it was so funny I couldn't keep standing, so I laid down on the floor... which made her laugh so hard she couldn't breathe. Whoever said that laughter was the best medicine was right.


	23. The Shifting of Belief

Caeden paced back and forth in the hallway. The other people rushing around barely paid him any attention and of course, they couldn't see me. Caeden barely noticed me, himself. I didn't hold it against him this time, I was just as anxious as he was. Under my breath I started singing. "Just keep swimming, just keep swimming. Swimming, swimming, swimming, swimming. What do we do? We swim, swim, swim." Caeden shot me a look, but his mouth twitched into a small smile.

A good number of relatives were out in the waiting room. Caeden's parents, Tanya's parents, Nick and his brood. One person that was missing, and had been for a while, was my grandma. She'd died a few years back at the age of 91. I wasn't there, I didn't even know. Caeden and Tanya sent me a plane to tell me, but I got back after she was gone. But, today wasn't a day to dwell on people who'd already left this world. It was for welcoming new ones.

I'd been hanging around for the past few days. I'd since gotten over what had driven me away seven months prior, and had become the excited aunt very quickly. It wasn't long before we found out the gender. Caeden was disappointed when he found out he wasn't getting a Luke. But he got over it. And if his pacing was any indication, he was just hoping that Elizabeth would come out alright.

They'd shooed him out of the room about ten minutes ago, and he hadn't stopped pacing since. The few nurses who noticed smiled a little. He was acting like a typical first time dad. I heard a few of them joking about how he was the third one tonight. By 'third one', I assumed new dad, not the veterans.

From the other side of the door, we could hear the medical professionals at work, and they were loud. So was Tanya. Every time she made a particularly loud noise, Caeden would rush to the door, but he obediently stayed outside of it. I could see in his face that he wanted to be in there with her, but he was doing as he was told, so I felt proud of him.

Soon, one of the nurses came out, smiling and told him that he could come in now. One of the upsides of being invisible to everyone, was that I was allowed to sneak in by default. Tanya was sitting on the bed with a smushed pink wiggling thing in her arms. She smiled up at us as we walked in the room. She looked tired and about ready to crash, but the smile on her face said otherwise. Caeden's face lit up the moment he saw the two of them together. He immediately went to her side and bent over her to get a better look.

I maneuvered around the nurses and the doctor who were still in the room until I was on the other side of the bed, closer to the window. After most of them cleared out, I moved closer to the bed and bent down, similar to how my brother had. I smiled down at the pink blob before looking up at the happy parents. They both looked exhausted. To be honest, so was I. Adrenaline had been running haywire through all of us all day and we were all taxed. The stress had reached it's climax about the time Caeden was shooed out.

Tanya smiled up at Caeden. "We did it." She sounded as exhausted as she looked.

Caeden's smile drifted from her down to my new niece. "You did most of it." He chuckled before meeting her eyes again. "I just wore a rut in the hallway." Tanya laughed while he kissed her forehead.

I moved my eyes up from Elizabeth's increasingly less pink face. "I'm really happy for you guys." My smile and statement went unanswered as they were too busy staring at the baby. I let it slide. I may usually be an attention hog, but I can let others enjoy the spotlight from time to time. Today was theirs, not mine. I moved my eyes back down to the newborn, who was fast asleep.

We stayed that way for a while. Everyone from the waiting room came in and spent a little time with the happy family. I moved out of the way through most of it. I actually wandered for a bit of it. It wasn't necessarily because I was trying to avoid being walked through, which was an all too real possibility, but it was more the fact that I didn't like being around my family anymore. It was weird to admit that, when, before I'd become immortal, they were my only reason for wanting to stay in Niles when the rest of me was screaming for anywhere else. But it was true, I didn't want to be near most of them. A lot of that was because they couldn't see me, so what was the point?

When visiting hours were over, and everyone went home except for Caeden who was allowed to stay, I slipped back into the room. They couldn't throw me out if they didn't believe in me - which had been my philosophy on pretty much everything for the past seventeen years. When I came back into the room, Caeden was sitting in a chair next to the bed and Tanya was still holding Elizabeth. I took the chair on the other side of her.

Elizabeth was awake now, and her eyes darted over to me as soon as I got in her line of sight. My heart sped up as she stared at me in confusion before a smile lit her face. _She can see me._ I held out my hand towards her. As soon as it was close enough, she took hold of one of my fingers. I giggled a little and looked up at the parents to see their reactions. To my confusion, their expressions hadn't changed. "Man you guys must really be tired, huh?" No response. From either of them. I shrugged and looked down at the tiny person clinging to my finger. "_You_ know I'm here, don't you Lizzie-Beth." Her smile widened, toothless as it was.

Caeden yawned. Tanya looked over at him. "You should go to sleep."

"Not before you do." He shook his head and smiled at her tiredly.

"Trust me brother, take your sleep where you can get it. There wont be much once you get home." I glanced up at him for a moment while I spoke before looking back down at my niece who was already dozing off, hand still grasped tightly to my finger.

"I won't be awake for much longer. Go ahead. I'm about to call the nurse so they can put Elizabeth in one of the beds. I've held her long enough for one night." She smiled down at her daughter. "Look at her, she's as tired as we are."

"You should all go to sleep. I can keep watch for you guys while you're out. Besides, I'm pretty sure Sandy's got special dreams for newborns, so Elizabeth's gonna be fine." That's what the Guardians did. They protected children and everything that made them childlike. And I was best friends with one of them. I whispered to Elizabeth, though I'm pretty sure she couldn't understand me. "You've got the best protectors ever. You've got Santa Clause, the Tooth Fairy, the Easter Bunny, the Sandman, Jack Frost, and your Auntie Story Tale. Nothing's ever gonna hurt you so long as I have anything to say about it." _And I swear, if a fearling or Nightmare ever comes within two miles of you, they're not gonna live to see the light of day._

Before long, a nurse came in with the baby bed and gently took Elizabeth from Tanya. I had to pry her fingers off mine so they could take her. Not long after they wheeled her away, Caeden conked out, almost at the same exact time as Tanya. I smiled at the two of them, holding hands. I flashed back to the plane and bus ride to my place when they'd done the same thing. _Some things never change._

As I stood up I reached out to lightly pat Tanya's hand. I hadn't been looking, so when I felt table, I thought I'd missed her hand. I turned to see what I was doing this time and my heart almost stopped. _Then again, some things do._ Where my hand should have been touching hers, there was this blue-ish shimmery light where my hand was actually through hers. "No..." I picked up my hand, staring at it. _No._ I tentatively reached towards Tanya's shoulder, holding my breath. When my hand met no resistance at her skin and went straight through, I felt the prickle at the back of my eyes.

I shook my head. This couldn't be happening, not now. I slowly walked around to the other side of the bed. I held up my hand, ready to try Caeden, but I hesitated. What would I do, if my hand went through him? This was my brother. Not only that, he was my first ever believer. I swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump that I'd just realized was stuck in my throat. I closed my eyes and slowly thrust my hand forward. I didn't need to open my eyes to know. The distance my hand had traveled was too far. Not only that, now that I was paying attention, I could feel it. The lack of belief.

I brought my hand to my mouth, trying to stifle the sound that I have no doubt came from me. I turned away without opening my eyes. I didn't want to. If I did, it would prove to me that I was right. _I don't want to be right._ This was the one time, I would gladly accept being wrong. I staggered out into the hallway. Suddenly, my fatigue made sense. I'd thought it was adrenaline wearing off, but no. It was so much worse than that. Tears started leaking out of my eyes as I walked past the unseeing eyes on non-believers. I barely managed to swerve around a paramedic who rushed past me at the last second.

I made it outside and I ran around into the nearest alley. I couldn't even see anymore. Everything was a watery blur. I hastily called my wings and took off, unsteadily. _This is why they didn't respond to anything I said._ I'd thought they were tired, but I was obviously wrong. _No..._ I couldn't seem to fly in a straight line. I ended up crashing into a few buildings and trees as I fled. My shaky flight path made me want to stop and land somewhere, but I couldn't. I thought that, if I could get far enough away, I might be able to forget. That it might hurt less. I just _couldn't_ be there, knowing they couldn't see me. Knowing they didn't believe anymore.

I shakily flew to my house. I think I wanted to be alone and **deal** with the knowledge that my brother no longer believed in me. Not to mention the fact that Tanya, who had become one of my closest friends, didn't either. Well, she _had_ been my friend anyway. You can't be friends with someone you don't believe in.

I timed the release of my wings wrong and tumbled onto my roof, landing in a pile of limbs. I didn't care. My face was wet with tears and I didn't have the energy to try and walk down the stairs. Instead, I ended up sitting there, staring up at the sky. It was still daylight when I got back, but I stayed up there long enough for night to have rolled around. I don't think I moved for hours. I kept replaying the years in my mind. Every moment I spent with them both. Every moment I could remember with Caeden from when I'd still been mortal. Especially the two weeks they'd stayed with me the summer after Tanya graduated from **High School**. Staring up at the stars I could almost see the two of them sitting next to me, pointing out constellations.

Orion's Belt caught my eye and a tiny smile crossed my **face**. Orion was an old friend of mine. For years, it was the only constellation I could find, simply from finding the Belt. It was a constant, it never changed. No matter how many years had passed, no matter what had happened in the mean time... the stars remained the same.

I tore my eyes away from the lights and buried my face in my knees, which I'd pulled in close. I closed my eyes and sighed weakly. _I'm really gonna miss them._ I don't know how long I stayed curled up like that, but eventually I heard someone land on **the roof** near me. From the sound of the footsteps and the cold that wafted from their direction I guessed that it was Jack. I didn't raise my head to check.

He walked over to me, stopping a minute before sitting down with his elbows on his knees. "Hey."

I made a sound that would have been 'hey' except for the fact that I didn't open my mouth to speak. It just seemed like too much effort. At least I responded.

"I know what happened." I didn't say anything. I'd figured he would notice. He lost two believers as well. "How are you holding up?" I shrugged, face still buried. "Are you okay?"

I sighed again. "No." I finally lifted my head enough to rest my chin on my knees instead.

"I didn't think you would be." He'd set his staff down against one of the chairs, I noted. "How's everything with them?"

Despite **my general** down mood, a **small smile** tugged at my lips. "Elizabeth's adorable." My smile grew a little wider as I remembered her holding onto my finger for those first few minutes in the room. "She can see me." My smile faded as I remembered what the cost had been. _Was it worth it?_

Jack leaned towards me and bumped his shoulder against mine. "Hey." I felt his stare on me. I finally met his eyes for the first time that day. "It's gonna be okay." He gave me a small smile meant to reassure me.

"I know." I glanced **back up** at the stars. I could almost hear their **voices** as they debated over which constellations were which. "But it really sucks."

"You're preaching to the **choir**." Jack looked up at the sky next to me. He gestured towards them with one hand, the other holding onto his wrist to keep his balance. "So which ones do you know?"

"Orion. The Dippers. Sirius major or minor, I can never remember which it is." I immediately **found** Orion again, my eyes finding the bright star behind him that was either the eye, ear, or nose of Sirius. I then followed the point of his arrow to the star that was the horn or eye of Taurus. "Taurus. Cygnus, though I can't ever **find** it. Aries, which I also can't find, go figure."

"Which one's Cygnus?"

"The swan. I first heard about it when I watched Barbie in Swan Lake for the first time. It starts with Barbie as a camp counselor. One of the girls can't sleep and she starts telling her the story of Swan Lake by showing her the constellation." I gestured up at the sky as I said the last part.

Next to me, Jack chuckled a little. "Figures you'd remember it from a story."

"Do you know the story about Orion?" He shrugged and I smiled a little, delving into my comfort zone. "Orion is the hunter in the stars." I pointed towards the Belt as I began the story, pointing out the others as I did. "Find his belt, the three stars in a row, and you find the archer. The one straight up is his head, off to the upper left, his elbow. The two on the bottom are his knee and foot. And the one off to the right is the tip of his arrow. Basically, he's standing like this." I did the pose before sitting back down. "Follow down at an angle from his elbow and you can find Sirius, his hunting dog. Loyally helping him in his hunt of the great bull." I glanced at Jack for a moment to see a wide smile on his face. "Taurus. The bull is in Orion's sights and his arrow is pointed straight at him. See?" I pointed out the star that was my indicator for the bull. "Or that's how I remember it anyway. I don't remember where I heard the story, but I remember how to find each of them through the it. If I got it right."

"You didn't. You know which is where, but you got the position wrong. He's got a sword in his back hand." He pointed towards the upper left corner of the constellation. I shot him a look, though I was only mildly annoyed by the jab. If he'd been trying to make me feel better, then he'd succeeded. Telling a story - or experiencing one - always put me back at my default. It was like my reset button.

"Thanks, Jack." I smiled a little at him, in gratitude.

He smiled back, bumping me with his shoulder again. "No problem." We started up at the stars for a minute or two, silent. Even though I was still hurting about loosing Caeden and Tanya, I was feeling better. Jack may not be the friend who cries it out with you, but his way of dealing with things worked just as well. Not necessarily ignoring the issue, but laughing around it. I really couldn't ask for a better best friend. "Hey, let's go to Legends."

I looked over at him in surprise. _That came out of nowhere._ "Uh, you sure?"

He shrugged. "Yeah. I've hid my face long enough." He thought about it for a minute. "I don't _think_ I've pranked any of the regulars in the past decade." He shrugged again. "We should be good."

"We don't have to, Jack." I knew he was trying to keep my spirits up. Trying to make me forget about the whole thing I'd just left behind me.

"No, really. We'll swing by Salem and pick up Sam on the way." He pushed himself up and then reached out his hand to help me. "You two have been trying to get me to go with you to Legends for years. Now's a good a time as any."

I took a hold of his hand and hauled myself up, almost knocking him over as I did. I shot him a grin as he regained his balance. "Alright, if you say so. Let me go and re-organize my bag first. I'll be right back." I went down one floor to my bedroom and upended my bag onto my bed. I re-packed everything I usually took, and put everything else away, simultaneously grabbing a few other things I'd need. I quickly changed my shirt to one a bit more suited for going out and met Jack back up on the roof. "Ready to go."

He turned to me, having been looking out at the sea of trees while I'd been one floor below. He held out his hand to me. "Shall we?"

I smirked at him. "You know I can fly on my own."

"Not from what the winds told me you can't."

I frowned at the air around me. "Gossips." Jack chuckled at me, hand still held out. "I'm good now. I've got it."

He stuck his hand in the pocket of his hoodie and shrugged. "If you say so." Once I'd called my wings we took off together, heading straight for Salem. It took all my willpower to not get sidetracked and head towards Chicago. I stared straight ahead and pretended that I had blinders on. Before long, we were over Massachusetts and Salem's skyline was coming into sight.

Jack and I dropped down onto the street. It was still late enough, that everyone was still inside their homes. However, a few lights were on in one house in particular. Even without the lights, I'd know who's house it was, if only from the visible ward surrounding the property. Jack knocked on the door. "Sam! It's us, Jack and Story!"

From the other side we heard him call back. "Coming."

He opened the door and I could tell by his expression that he knew. He knew what had happened and he was ready for a crying fest. Well, that was, if he didn't know me as well as he did. "Hey are you -"

Jack cut him off before he could finish. "We're going to Legends. You up for it?"

Sam's eyebrows rose. "Uh, yeah, sure." He stepped back so we could come in. "Let me clean up and get the lights first." He shot the two of us one last look before running up the stairs. The lights went out and he came back down, heading for his workroom. We heard him putting things away before he came out, shutting off the light behind him. "Okay. Let's go."

Jack lead the way outside. Sam lingered to close his door, not bothering to lock it. I'd hung back, and Sam looked at me after he closed the door. "Are you okay?"

"No, but I'm getting better by the minute." I shot him a smile as Jack and I took off. Sam couldn't fly, but he could teleport. Usually, he went straight from point A to point B, but when he was hanging around with us he popped in and out. He'd go a little ahead of us and then, once we caught up, he'd jump forward a little more. And then he'd do it again and again until we got where we were going. Sam could only teleport himself, or small inanimate objects. Which was how he'd pumpkin bombed Jack all those years ago. Sometimes I wondered how he knew he couldn't teleport other people - either by themselves or along with him. But, I'd never asked.

Sam was easier to talk to about certain things. He was a little more open. I could ask him things that I wouldn't ask Jack - like about how all the immortal stuff works. But, then, there were the subjects that Sam had locked away and nailed shut. With him, it was hit and miss with what we could talk about. With Jack, I knew where the line was. No asking about his time alone, no asking about how he died, etc. Jack didn't dwell on the past, and so we didn't usually bring it up. Sam was an open book with his past - except for the aforementioned blank pages.

And Sam treated dealing with things differently than Jack did. Or even how I did, for that matter. Sam was the rock, the shoulder. Not that I'd ever been the one crying on it, but that's how he was. He'd listen to you vent. And if _he_ was the one in need of venting, then he let it out some other way. We were all so different, but the things that mattered about us, _those_ were the same. That's why we were such good friends.

Before long, we all met up outside of Legends. Sam lead the way in while Jack brought up the rear. When we all went to find a table, the room was it's usual level of loud. However, soon enough, I could hear whispers that 'Jack Frost was here'. I saw a lot of stink eyes thrown towards us. _Suddenly, I understand why Jack lays low. _After a few minutes, Dollie came and took our orders.

After she left, three familiar faces appeared behind her. Mors went to Sam and high-fived him before pointing at an empty seat at our table. "Can I join you guys?"

I shrugged, looking at Sam and Jack for consent. "Sure."

Gaia smiled down at us. "We're done for the night. Sunny and I are heading home." She gestured to the glowing immortal behind her, who I was avoiding eye contact with. "I heard everyone talking about how Frost was here and I had to come and see for myself."

Jack shot her a smile. "Hey, Gaia."

"Wow you to actually showed up." She turned to her band mates. "Pay up guys. I told you these two would get him here eventually." Sunny grumbled as he passed her a few bills, while Mors did the same, but with a lighter attitude about it.

Sam and I laughed at Jack's expression, as well as the exchange. "You guys bet on weather we'd get Jack to show up?" Sam addressed Gaia with his question.

"Oh yeah. There was a pot. Everyone was in on it. Which reminds me..." She turned around and started searching the crowd. Her face lit up when she spotted the red mane that was unmistakable. "Shady! Guess who's here!" She singsonged the last line and all three of us giggled. She turned back to us, flashing a smile as she started weaving her way to the redhead who was trying her best to disappear into the crowd - to no avail. "See you guys later."

"Well... I'm gonna go out on a limb and guess that Gaia won the pot." I turned away from the flowered Spirit of Spring to the group at my table.

Mors was chuckling. "Yep. When you first showed up and told everyone that you were friends with Jack," he/she gestured to the immortal sitting across from him/her. "Everyone was wondering if he'd ever show up. Then you made friends with Mr. Halloween here," Mors hooked his/her thumb at Sam. "And the pot started. We knew the two of you would eventually wear him down." He/her smirked at Jack, who grinned back, even though he looked a little uncomfortable.

Sam looked over at Mors. "Hey, Mors, why are you still hanging around. Gaia said you were done for the night." I glanced sidelong at Jack, top try and gauge where his discomfort originated from. After a minute I realized it was Mors that had him unnerved. _Well, not everyone's as okay with death as you are._

"We are, but I felt like sticking around for a while." Dollie returned with out drinks and set them down in front of us. She turned to Mors, expression questioning. "I'll have a Ghostbuster."

Dollie's eyes widened in surprise. "Estas seguro de?"

"Yeah, I'm done playing for the night. Plus, I feel like having fun." He/she leaned back in his/her chair and crossed his/her arms behind his/her head.

Dollie facepalmed. "Oh, Dios mio." Now _that_ one I could translate. 'Oh, my God.' She quickly rushed off to the bar while I was still trying to figure out what all the fuss was about.

A moment later, Shady stood up - on the bar top - and yelled out for all the club to hear. "Hey! Everybody! Listen up!" She paused a minute to make sure she had everyone's attention. "Death's drinkin' tonight!" There were a few 'woo!'s and a few moans. All I know is I was excited. After being warned that Mors got drunk easy and that he/she was a loud drunk, I _really _wanted to know what all the fuss was about. Her speech done, Shady climbed off the bar and back behind it.

I raised my eyebrows at the immortal across from me. "Ghostbuster?" _How cliché can you get?_

"That's right, you've never seen me drunk." Mors leaned back, legs crossed. "Well, whenever I _do _decide to drink, I always start off with a Ghostbuster. It's my signal to the staff that I'm about to get rip roaring drunk. Fair warning, I'm worse than Sunny." _I find that hard to believe. _Well, then again, I did have limited experience with drunk people. All of which having happened in that building.

Sam rested his elbows on the table. "At least you don't hit on everything that moves."

Mors grinned at that. I locked eyes with him/her for a moment. "We'll see." I turned to see that the tables near us were quieting down as Dollie brought Mors' drink. It was almost completely clear except for a white, milky blob. "What's the white stuff?"

Mors picked up the drink, holding the glass by the stem, a smile on his/her face. "Irish cream." Before anyone could say anything else, he/she tipped back the drink, taking most of it with one gulp. Dollie brought both hands to her face, looking equal parts embarrassed and equal parts scared. Mors downed the rest of the drink before carefully setting the glass on the table. He/she then abruptly jumped up on his/her chair and threw his/her arms wide, addressing the club in a similar way to how Shady's had a moment earlier. "Let the fun begin!"

-

A few hours later - and many, _many_ drinks - I'd had my fill of Mors being drunk. Actually, I think I could go the rest of my life without him/her ever having another drink again. Lets just say, we all came very close to finding out Mors' gender. And not because we were told either. Mors easily drank enough for all of us that night.

Of course, Mors wasn't the only one who drank. Jack did too. The irony in that was, al of the alcoholic drinks that Jack consumed, were Coffee flavored. The irony being that coffee is a so called remedy for hangovers. I was sure that the hangover Mors was sure to have in the morning, wasn't gonna be one that could be cured with Coffee alone.

Another bit of irony was that tonight was the perfect time for me to start drinking. Not that Jack and Sam would let me drink away my problems. So I was basically the only sober person in the building, come the early hours of morning.

Well, not the only sober person. Sam leaned towards me while everyone else was otherwise occupied by being drunk. "How are you doing, really?"

I shrugged, looking down at my glass. "I think I'm okay." I looked back up at where Jack was flying around the room, not quite steady. "I'm not good, it still sucks, and I'm still hurting." I turned and met Sam's more or less concerned gaze. "But thanks to the flying drunk," I pointed towards Jack and both of us chuckled. "I think I'll be fine." I shrugged again. "At least I got a new believer out of it." I was still trying to decide if it was worth the cost or not. _It'll have to be._ "And I'll be damned if anyone ever hurts her. Immortal or otherwise."

Sam grinned and took a swig of his drink. "You sound like a Guardian. Maybe a bit more crude, but, you know." He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.

I made a sound of consent, but I didn't say anything. Jack had said something similar when he'd been screaming at Manny when I was dead. I'd thought about it off and on since I'd become immortal. I don't know, I didn't think I was cut out to be a Guardian. Yeah, I'm fiercely protective of people I care about, but I'm picky too. I don't just care about anyone, you have to earn it - usually. However, if I became a Guardian - and I still wasn't sure that was ever likely to happen - knowing me, I'd immediately take it upon myself to be just as protective of _every_ kid. If only because I'd want to prove that the right decision had been made. But, if any child - ever - fell pray to the darkness that the Guardians are sworn to protect them from... I was pretty sure, I'd feel like the sole failure, and I don't want to deal with that. With great power comes great responsibility and I don't want the responsibility. _No, I'm good where I am_.

"Speaking of Guardians, Jack's changed a lot since he became one." I raised an eyebrow at him. As far as I could tell, Jack was still his childish self - mostly. I wasn't counting the his drunk escapades. Though he _was_ acting like a child at the moment. Which was to say, normal. "Not where it counts of course. He's still fun and childlike at his core."

"Don't you mean his _center_?" I grinned to myself.

Sam chuckled a bit. "Yeah. But what I mean is, he's started to grow up a little. Not too much, but..." Jack iced over a strip of the stage and dance floor, creating a slide that he, as well as many of the others in the club put to use. "I think it was really good for him."

"I concur. On the growing up thing. But only when it comes to people being as reckless and childish as he is." It was Sam's turn to shoot me a look. "Oh trust me I've seen it first hand. Then again, that's because I'm usually the one who's being reckless and childish."

"I can't imagine _anyone_ being wilder than Jack."

"Let me tell you a tale, of a newly created immortal who always wanted to fly." He raised an eyebrow at me, skeptically. He was smiling though, so I knew we were good. "Ever since she first saw Treasure Planet, she'd always wanted to have her own version of Jim's fall through the sky, though she knew she wouldn't be able to without wings of her own. So, when she found out she could make her own wings, she wasted no time in testing them out." Sam was now smiling at me knowingly. My mention of creating my own wings having tipped him off. "Jack was with her for her first flight and she flew as high as she dared... and she dared a lot." I grinned, remembering that first flight. "Well, when she stopped to take in the view, Jack came up alongside her. She knew that then was the perfect time to initiate that fall she'd always wanted. And Jack saw it in her face. She probably scared a few years off of his life when she abruptly released her wings and plummeted through the sky, going faster and faster as gravity pulled her towards the ground."

There was a loud noise as Jack crashed into the jukebox. Both of us at the table grinned. Sam glanced back at me, shaking his head at our friend's drunk antics. "And then what happened?"

"Then, right before she hit the ground, she reformed her wings and pulled out of the dive. She got the free fall she'd always dreamed of, all thanks to the magic she'd always known was real." I looked over at him. He was a great friend. _I'm glad I met him when I did_. "And then she crash-landed when she clipped one of her wings on a tree." I laughed at my own klutz moment from long ago. "And Jack came flying out of nowhere and tore into her for being reckless." I shrugged, still smiling. "I tend to act without thinking, and that makes him nervous. There was this one time that he asked if I had a death wish." I laughed again, and this time Sam joined me. "Now I actually try and bump it up a little, 'cause I know it bothers him."

"I'm not so sure that it's finding someone more reckless than he is." He shot me a sidelong smirk. I didn't mind. I'd rather be the butt of a joke right now than be dwelling on what had happened earlier in the day. So I smirked back. "I think it's more that he has people to take care of now. All his believers."

I watched as Jack threw back a shot that someone offered him. There was a fairly plain division of people; the drunks all in one area going crazy, and the sober or _less _drunk people all watching from a safe - or somewhat safe - distance away. "Well, you know what this means?" Sam glanced at me, expression asking the question for him. "Jack's acting responsible."

Sam shuddered. "Nope, nope, no. Jack can't be the responsible one. Nope." He was shaking his head, caught somewhere between being serious and joking. I'd almost call it sarcasm, except for I knew it wasn't. "If that's the case, then the apocalypse has begun, and I'm not ready for the world to end." He shook his head again. "Just, no."

I was laughing by now. My head was resting on my arm, which was draped across the table. _I'm gonna have to thank Jack later for the impromptu outing... I needed this._ "I. Concur." I was still laughing but I didn't care. I was happy, even with what'd happened earlier. No, I was happy _in spite_ of what happened. I may preach being a happy person over everything, but sometimes, life throws you a curve ball and you're stuck not knowing how to deal. It was times like these that I was glad that I had friends like Jack and Sam.

Jack, who'd been avoiding Legends for decades or more, had willingly come to the club, simply to make me feel better. And both of them ended up having a mini story told to them. Which, as I've already stated, puts me back at default. No matter what else is going on, a story, of any type, fixes me - to an extent. They both knew me well enough to know this to be true. They knew they just had to get me talking. And they both succeeded. _Yeah, I think I'm gonna be okay._ I glanced between Sam and Jack, neither of them noticing for the moment. _Thanks to these two._


	24. Conflicts

Tiny feathered fairies fluttered around me. Some carried teeth, others coins. Still others were empty-handed who's jobs were to relay information. Tooth was busy keeping the fairies organized and stowing teeth. I was in the spire for North America, in a room two stories above the one that housed my baby teeth. Many of the boxes in this room were missing faces on them, as there'd been no kid assigned to it yet, but those along the first fifteen or so rows all held the teeth of kids from my home. I walked over to where I knew Elizabeth's was, grinning when I saw her face smiling at me. I slid the box out and opened it, glancing inside to see that it was still empty. Elizabeth was only three, so she'd only just started getting her baby teeth, and hadn't had all of them come in yet. Tooth's fairies wouldn't be visiting her for a few more years, but I was still happy to see that she had a box there.

I slid it back into it's slot in the wall, still smiling. I turned and started down one flight to the room below, glancing in to see a few fairies still stowing teeth in the uppermost rows. I moved one floor lower and stepped into a room that was deserted. Every once in a grand while a fairy would come to one of the completed rooms, those that held all the baby teeth of all the individuals. Not to deposit a new tooth, but to activate the memories held in them. This room still had some people who might need reminding of their childhood every once in a while, but most were past that. I know I was.

But I wasn't here for my container, not this time anyway. This time I was here to see two containers of people close to me. I scaled the wall, finding handholds between the boxes and around the edges of the ones that protruded more. When I got about a third of the way from the top, I started searching. Though they were born a year apart, they were right near each other on the wall. After I'd lost them as believers three years ago, I'd come here, thinking that, maybe, if I could remind them of me and all the time we'd spent together, then they might believe again. But it hadn't helped. All they remembered was that Caeden's older sister had meant a lot to him, and as a game between the two of them, they'd pretended she was there often. They'd remembered me, but thought I was a figment of their imagination, nothing more. Knowing that they at least remembered me, was enough that the loss of their belief had less of a sting. It may not be the way I wanted them to remember, but I'll take what I can get. Plus, Elizabeth was always happy to see me, so that was a bonus.

Even though I knew that their teeth wouldn't help them, I still liked coming here to see their boxes. To see Caeden's younger face smiling at me brought back memories of my own, from times when I was still mortal. And seeing Tanya's reminded me just how much like me she was. Her younger image on the box had no purple streak in her hair, though her glasses were included. Her eyes were just as colorful as they were in real life, and were just as prominent as they were when she chose to wear contacts, which was most of the time now. I never really pulled their boxes out, but just seeing them made me happy. Part of me was always worried that they'd turn up missing for some reason.

I jumped down, landing lightly on the floor. I glanced in the direction of my box, my younger face greeting my current one. As commonplace as it was to see the faces of those three, to see my box was always a little weird. Not only was I much older than I looked - I was almost 40 by now - but I was way older than the version of me on the box. I'd become more or less use to seeing a nineteen year old when I caught my reflection - though I told everyone I'd died at twenty since it'd been so close to my birthday - so it wasn't _as_ weird as it would be. I had no doubts that, the older I got, the weirder it would get. I mean, I felt way older than twenty, I felt my age, sometimes. However, a lot of the time, I still acted like my visage on the box, thirteen years old.

There were two more boxes I wanted to see, this time. One I'd only ever seen on the big screen, and the other I'd never seen before. However, I knew where they'd be, more or less. I counted down the years as the stairs spiraled downwards. I was only five stories above the floor when I found the room I was looking for. It was dusty, dark and there were cobwebs everywhere. Nevertheless, the boxes gleamed in the dim light filtering in from above. The boxes themselves were a bit more clear of dust than the rest of the room, having been disturbed from their places two decades ago. One, however, was as clean as the ones in the uppermost rooms.

I walked over to the shining box, right near the floor. The area near it had been swept clean of dust from someone coming and going constantly. _That's my Jack._ I smiled at the box, Jack's brown haired, brown eyed face grinning back at me. I'd figured that he'd come by a lot to see the memories that'd been lost to him for so long. He hadn't told me as much, but, from what I'd gathered from the fairies, he came by a lot those first few months. However, in recent years, he'd come by less and less. When you've lived for over three hundred years, eighteen of them don't take a lot of time to memorize.

I lifted my eyes from the box containing Jack's mortal memories and skipped to the next box, and the next, and the next. I looked at each one until I found the one I was looking for. It was three rows above the one Jack's box was in, and on the other side of the room. A face with black hair and a big nose smiled back at me, and my own mouth quirked into a smile. I pulled it out to get a better look at Sam's box. The colors on it were almost identical to those on Jack's. I wiped the dust off of it with my hand and got a small surprise. _Sam's eyes were green?_ I held the box closer to my own eyes to check, and, sure enough, green eyes gleamed back at me instead of the orangey-brown I was used to. I really shouldn't have been surprised, a lot of immortals' coloring had changed once they'd become their legend. I'd just assumed his eyes had been brown, as that was the most common color.

I put Sam's box back where I'd found it before leaving the room. There were a lot more boxes I could look for. My mom's, my grandma's, my dad's, my grandpa's, my other grandparents', my other brothers', and really anyone else who I'd considered family at one time or another - weather we had a blood connection or not. However, I'd let all of them go. The day I'd become Story Tale, I'd left those people behind. The only one I hadn't successfully been able to cut ties with, was Caeden. But now, that was a moot point. He'd always be my brother, but now he was mostly Elizabeth's dad to me. At least, that's what I kept telling myself anyway.

I made it to the center of the Tooth Palace a short while later, to find the Tooth fairy still directing her fairies, often confusing the poor girls. As much of a spaz as Tooth was, she was still incredibly organized. Which was more than I could say for myself. My way of organizing was incomprehensible by most others. Jack included. One look at my studio would be enough proof that chaos _was_ my way of organizing.

A few fairies flew up to me to briefly say hello or chat for a second. Tooth had, by now, taught me most of the basics, what the girls talked about most often. Even though it was still confusing from time to time - the chirps and chitters all sounded similar to the next - I could hold a conversation for the most part. However, the girls _did_ still have to talk slower so I could make out what they were saying. "No, I'm done. I'm about ready to head out." A few of them pouted momentarily, but they all chirped goodbye before engulfing me in tiny hugs. I giggled a little as they all flittered off to go back to work.

I walked towards Tooth, who hadn't noticed my exchange with her fairies, as she'd been too engulfed in her own hoard of feathered ladies. I tapped her on the shoulder to get her attention. She turned, and after a moment she registered what she was looking at. "Oh, Story, hey. What's up?"

"I'm heading out, just coming to say goodbye."

"Already? But you just got here two days ago." I knew what she was getting at. I usually stayed a week when I stopped by. During the time, Tooth would teach me more of the fairy-speak and I'd occasionally help out. And, of course, I'd stop in to see Caeden's, Tanya's, and Elizabeth's boxes. And mine. I never left the Palace before revisiting at least one memory of mine. But I'd done that yesterday.

I nodded. "Yeah. Sam and I are going to have a movie marathon, and I forgot what day it was when I stopped by." I half-smiled and shrugged. When I'd discovered Sam's movie collection, I'd had a similar reaction to his candy stash. One of the upstairs rooms, next to the guest room, was as stuffed with movies and music as his costume closet was. He had everything from VHS tapes, to DVDs, to Blue Rays, to the new form of home entertainment, which they were calling VVDs, Video Viewing Device. I didn't know if they were running out of names for things, or running out of creativity. Either way, VVD was a stupid name. And his music selection was just as varied in the form they took, though there was one commonality in all of them. They were all from the Rock and Roll genre.

She looked confused by my mention of my friend. "Sam? Oh, you mean the Halloween spirit." I nodded in confirmation. "Wait, you're friends with him?"

"Yeah, why?"

She winced a little as she grimaced. "Don't bring that up to Bunny. Ever."

"Why? What's so wrong with Sam?" I mean, I was friends with _Jack_, who was easily the most 'annoying' immortal out there. Though I was a close second to anyone who I struck up a conversation with. Sam was far more... well, _normal_ than Jack and I. He was so normal in fact, that, at times, I wondered how he ever put up with me and _my_ weirdness. I couldn't think of anything that would warrant the warning.

"Well, Bunny and him have never been on good terms. Actually, aside from Jack, Bunny saw him as his biggest problem." She explained, before tilting her head, something having just occurred to her. "Of course, now that Bunny and Jack have worked everything out, Sam's his _only_ problem, really."

"What did _Sam_ do to make Bunny mad?" I understand Jack setting Bunny off, but Sam was, as I'd said, normal. And as far as I could see, he usually avoided conflict. Unless he was feeling protective or felt very strongly about the outcome.

"You know that we never let kids see us before." By we she meant the Guardians. North, Sandy, herself, and Bunny. "Bunny was a hermit for the longest time - of his own choosing, of course. But, since Jack's convinced us to get out into the field more often, we have been. But Bunny's still really reclusive."

"Yeah, I know that." Jack had told me as much. Tooth and North were the most enthusiastic about letting the kids see them - or the fairies in Tooth's case. Sandy was still a little slow to come to the idea, but that was because he was still more preoccupied with keeping the good dreams flowing. "What does this have to do with Sam?"

"The first time that Bunny met him, it didn't go well. Bunny was watching some kids on an egg hunt one Easter when Sam found him hiding in the bushes. Sam started talking to him, but, since Bunny was trying to stay incognito, he asked him to be quiet so the kids wouldn't find him. Sam flipped on him, started yelling at him for no reason." She shrugged. "And, of course, finding out that Jack was friends with him didn't help how Bunny viewed Jack."

"So, let me get this straight. According to Bunny, Sam went off on him for no reason whatsoever?" I knew Bunny enough to know it was probably more than that. Bunny might be a Guardian, but he was still a little bit of a prick from time to time.

"That's what he told all of us." A fairy flew over and got her attention, relaying that the team she'd been with had successfully brought back all their assigned teeth. Tooth nodded to her. "Great. Once they get them put away, you guys should take a break. You've been working for a while now." The fairy fluttered away to relay the news to her sisters. Tooth turned back to me and shrugged again. "None of us have ever dug any deeper into it. We just know to not bring up any mention of him to Bunny."

"Hm. Well, thanks for the warning." I quickly gave her a hug, which she returned. "See you later, girly."

She laughed lightly. "Goodbye, Story."

I waved at her as I called my wings and took off. As I flew around the world - I'd decided to take the route that went over more land masses, as opposed to the Pacific - I tried to figure out what might have happened between Bunny and Sam. Yes, Bunny was a hermit a lot of the time. Yes, he was a stickler for the rules too. No, he was not a bad person. Or, bad Pooka. Yes, Sam had a hair trigger for things that set him off. No, he didn't go berserk when he _was_ set off. Yes, Sam was the Halloween spirit, and so he had a bad rep for having a 'scary' holiday. _Maybe that's it._ But, Tooth had said that - the way Bunny told it - Sam went off first. _Well, I can ask for the other side of the story firsthand, now can't I?_

-

When I laid eyes on Sam's street, it was around midday, and so there were people milling about. Especially considering that it was summer vacation now. A good number of the kids who lived in Sam's neighborhood believed in me, which was another incentive for me to stop by his place. The only downside of living where I did, was that no one else lived nearby.

Before I could even land, a handful of kids all clustered together to surround me. When I touched ground, they swarmed me with hellos and hugs. "Hey, guys! Enjoying summer?"

There was a chorus of yeses. One of the girls, Millie, tugged on my arm to get my attention. "Do you have any new stories to tell us?" All the others chorused something along the lines of 'yeah' and 'tell us'.

"Not this time. Sorry." I shrugged, and they turned disappointed faces to me. In the past few years, whenever I visited my believers in Salem or Burgess - or Chicago, as I'd started a fan-base there too - I'd tell them a story. They'd all meet at a park or at someone's house and I'd give them options. They could get a story about an immortal, a piece of history - made to sound fantastical, something that had happened recently in the immortal community, or one of the many preexisting stories that I'd all but memorized. "Sam and I are having a movie marathon today. Maybe tomorrow, okay?"

Their eyes lit up as they excepted my promise. "See you tomorrow, Story!" The majority of them ran back to whatever they'd been doing before I got there.

I smiled, giggling a little at my Salem believers. The three groups were vastly different from one another. The ones in Burgess didn't take no for an answer and to them, it was always play time. I chalked that up to the fact that Jack was their main contact with the magical world. The Salem group were way less impressed with magic as others were, but they were incredibly inventive. Magic might seem commonplace with them, but they sure as hell weren't taking it for granted. And my Chicago guys were... well, they were definitely urban kids. There were only about ten of them right now, and they were less inclined to gather in groups for a book reading, then they were to video chat with each other to listen in. It was a good thing I was flexible, otherwise I'd never be able to keep up with all of them.

I finally made it to Sam's door, where he was waiting with it open. He was leaning against the frame, chuckling at the response I'd gotten from the kids. "I guess you're gonna be busy tomorrow."

"I guess so." I went in and sat on his couch, pulling up my feet to sit cross-legged. "So, what's on the agenda for movies?"

He came over to his coffee table where there was a horde of movies spread out. "I figured we'd stick to one movie player, if only for convenience. We've got a selection of Don Bluth films, and Studio Ghibli films. Plus a few lesser known Disney films."

"In a mood for cartoons, are we?" I smirked down at him before taking a look at the movies that were spread out. I spied one in particular that I was excited to watch.

"Hey, you're never too old for cartoons, and these guys are legends in their own right."

"I heartily agree. However, let's watch The Black Cauldron first." He raised an eyebrow at me. "The Horned King is, and always has been my favorite Disney villain. I take great pride in that."

"Okay, but Titan A.E. is next then."

As he moved to load up the disc into the DVD player, I grinned at him. "And would that be for the soundtrack?"

"You know me." He shot me a grin as he grabbed the remote and came back to sit on the other end of the couch. Now, I'd always been a movie talker. Sam wasn't. However, he wasn't quite as annoyed as other people were by my talking. So I didn't hold back. Well, that and, I couldn't stop myself anyway.

"So, I had an interesting conversation with Tooth before I got here."

"Oh?" His eyes were on the movie, no big surprise.

"What's the deal with you and Bunny?" At the beginning of my question, Sam's face didn't change. Once I'd said Bunny, however... well he had a similar moment to how Gaia reacted to the spirit of summer.

His eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched. "What the hell did he tell her?"

I jerked back in surprise. "Whoa... I've never heard you cuss before. Not sure if I like it or not." He glanced at me, then turned and paused the movie. "Apparently the first time the two of you met you tore into him without warning. What's your side of the story?"

He sighed angrily. "I don't like Bunny, he doesn't like me. End of story."

"No, not end of story. Have you _met_ me?" Normally, I'd let things go when it was obvious he didn't want to talk about him. That's called being a friend. Everyone's allowed to have their secrets, but, in this case, I was friends with both parties. Though Sam was a closer friend that Bunny was, that was for sure. I wanted to know the real deal. I trusted Sam to tell me the truth about what happened and not blow it out of proportion. Bunny, not so much.

He gave me one of those looks, before conceding. He knew me, I wasn't about to drop this one. He sighed more in a resigned way this time. "I'd been an immortal for a little over a hundred years when I met him for the first time. I'd just started to get a good number of believers constantly and I was spending as much time with them as possible." I could tell he was telling the real version, but that he wasn't quite happy about it. I assumed that was because of the mutual dislike. "Well, that Easter, there was a village wide egg-hung, and I tagged along. I was having a great time with the kids, but, after a while, I noticed a group of bushed rustling. I went over to investigate and there he was.

"I knew who he was right away. I mean, a giant rabbit, on Easter, could only be one person. He didn't realize I was an immortal at first. He didn't know I could see him. I said hi to him, hoping to avoid what'd happened when I met Jack." I winced a little, imagining how Bunny might have reacted if Sam had asked who he was. "I asked him what he was doing, hiding in the bushes and he said, I quote. 'Quiet, I'm hidin' from the kids. Shut up or they'll see me.'" I couldn't help the snort that escaped me at his impression of the Pooka. A tiny smile appeared on his otherwise grumpy face.

"That's how Bunny is though. He's a hermit who hides."

"I know that. That's the problem. Look, you and Jack are like me. You spend time with your believers."

"Yeah, but that's because I know how to act like a child occasionally."

He laughed a little, against his will. "No, what I'm getting at is why I don't like how he hides. Once someone believes in us, they gain the ability to see us, hear us, touch us." I nodded. I knew all this, I'd just had this a few minutes ago when I'd landed. "What's the point in believing in someone who won't ever allow you to see them." I was starting to see his point. "Every kid who believes in me, I make sure they know I'm real and around. Most of the Guardians hide. Kids only have their own belief and the word of friends to tell them that these people are real. Why do you think learning that 'Santa isn't real' is so heartbreaking to them. They have all this evidence to back it up, and only what _they_ believe telling them otherwise."

Now, Sam had hit a chord. My entire mortal life had been like that. I'd believed so much and so hard that it hurt sometimes, and what sucked was that I never got magic. Not until Jack showed up out of the blue. I'd made a house for fairies, I'd tried to teach myself to astral project, I'd stuck my teeth under my pillow, I'd done everything I could think of to draw magic to me. Even going so far as to say the taboos from scary movies. I was willing to take the darker side of magic, if only I could have a glimpse to prove I was right. Because, even though I believed, the word was so anti-magic by then that truly believing, was frowned upon. Everyone told me to grow up.

I hadn't wanted to, not ever. I'd taken solace in the quote 'growing old is mandatory, growing up is optional'. I'd lived by that quote. For the last five years of my mortal like, I'd walked a fine line between mature and childish. A line I still walk to this day. However, since becoming immortal, I've learned how to step off to either side of the line and jump right back on again. Which was a good thing, believe you me.

"So to see an immortal who is believed in by _so _many kids, _hiding_ from them just - It pissed me off." _Wow, I thought I was the only one who flared up when talking about old grudges._ "And it still does. If a kid believes in us, the least we can do is reward them by showing our faces."

"I agree, but why are you and Bunny still at each other's throats?"

"Well, that first time, I yelled at him until he ran off to stay out of sight of the kids that were running over to us. As the years wore on and Bunny's behavior proved to be consistent with our meeting, I realized that I hated him." He crossed his arms and leaned back. "And I'm perfectly fine with that." He turned the movie back on and I took that as the cue that the conversation was over. I settled in to watch the movie wondering what else Sam was willing to get that fired up for.

-

The next day at lunchtime, I met my gaggle of believers in the square near Sam's house. Well, it was after lunchtime, as most of them had eaten before they came. The adults in the area were used to their kids all meeting up for no reason. Sam had been around for far longer than me and he'd hung out with all of them in similar ways. So no one was weirded out by twenty or so kids all sat around a statue staring at it. However, they weren't staring at the statue, they were staring at me. "Okay guys, what kind of story do you want today?"

A little boy named Aaron piped up before the others. "Tell us about the Guardians!"

"Yeah!"

"Well, which one?" _And something new or their origin story?_ I'd think of something.

There was a moment of silence while they all tried to think of who they wanted to hear about. Rarely did they want to know about Jack - he came up often enough in conversation to not merit a story. One of the boys in the back, Mikey, called out, "Sandy!"

"Yeah! Sandy!"

I noticed a few of the girls looking a bit disappointed - they probably wanted to know about Tooth. I smiled at all of them, deciding on which story to tell. "All right, Sandy. Hmm..." I tapped my chin, waiting for an idea. Sam was waiting near the edge of the group of kids. He'd decided to listen in. Even if he knew the stories I told, he still liked listening to them. Partially because I was his friend and he was showing his support, and partially because he genuinely enjoyed it. Just one more reason I was glad we were friends.

I glanced at him and he shot me a thumbs up. _Does he think I'm nervous or something?_ _As if._ He knew me, he knew I wasn't the type to get stage fright. However, I did have an idea now. Not because of anything Sam did, but I'd decided on what to tell them. I grinned out at the kids. "Long ago, during what was known as the Golden Age, there were star pilots, who rode shooting stars across the night sky. These pilots listened to the wishes of the children who lived on the planets they passed, and, with the help of their stars, they granted as many as they could." I'd learned more about the Golden Age from Sel since I'd become immortal. She'd lived through the tail end of it, so she had firsthand knowledge. Man, what I wouldn't give to have seen it. "These Wishing Star Pilots, were some of the most skilled pilots of the Golden Age. Not all stars are cooperative and willing to do as they're told. Actually, a lot of them were super independent and stubborn. Like me."

The kids giggled, which was what I'd intended. Sam even cracked a smile from where he was leaning against a light-post. "One of these Star Pilots was named Sanderson Mansnoozie. Sandy to his friends." Eyes lit up as I introduced the main character of the story. "One day, Sandy saw a star rocketing around on it's own. He climbed aboard and tried to slow it down, if not control it."

"Did he?" Millie, who was sitting right near the base of the statue where I was sitting, asked.

"Yes he did. But it wasn't easy. This star was the most stubborn and reckless star he'd ever met."

I heard one of the older kids in the back mumble something. "Sounds like Jack Frost."

Sam cracked a smile at almost the same time I did. "It wasn't Jack. Actually the star wasn't really a star. It was a little girl, who was an immortal. She was a different kind of immortal, though. The Man in the Moon hadn't turned her into an immortal. No, she'd figured out how to become immortal all on her own. And she wasn't a little girl either. She was a grown up. And her name was Emily Jane." I thought about how Seraphina was now, and how she'd been in the William Joyce novel. She'd definitely cooled down since. "Now, Sandy didn't know the star's name at first. When he first met the star, he was just trying to gain it's trust, so that he could be it's pilot. But Emily Jane didn't trust people for her own reasons. Eventually, Sandy proved to her that he was her friend and that he really did care about her. When she accepted his friendship, she told him her name."

"What does that have to do with the Sandman?" A five year old named Kelly asked me with half her teeth missing.

"Well, Sandy and Emily Jane the Star soared across the galaxy, granting wishes for a long time. However, one day, they met the Nightmare King, Pitch Black." Sam shot me a look. Silently, he was warning me not to scare the kids, or bring up Pitch. He, like most immortals, believed that telling people about Pitch would give him power. That just wasn't true. Not only was he the same level of weak that I'd seen when I'd first met him, but the more people knew about him, the more prepared they were for if he ever tried something. So I ignored the look.

"Pitch Black was the leader of the Dream Pirates, and commander of the Fearlings. He'd been destroying the Golden Age for years now, taking the light of whole planets. Suffice to say, he wasn't very nice. Now, Dream Pirates can hear the dreams of children, and so can Wishing Star Pilots. Star Pilots use what they hear to make dreams come true. Dream Pirates use what they hear to steal dreams." There were many worried faces around me. I didn't worry about it too much, my story had a happy ending.

"They'd heard the dreams of Emily Jane one might when she'd gone to sleep. They came after her and Sandy and chased them through the stars. Finally Sandy and Emily Jane crash-landed on a little blue and green planet." Eyes lit up and smiles returned as the kids realized that they'd landed on Earth. "When they landed, the star broke apart, and Emily Jane was free. She'd been stuck in the star, you see. Now, she knew how to control the weather, she'd been taught how by a Constellation. So when she took in her new home, and saw that there was no one to control it's wild weather, she took the job. She became Mother Nature." Jaws were hanging at that tidbit. "Now, while Emily Jane - or Mother Nature - was busy working with Earth's weather, Sandy had fallen asleep. And he slept, and slept, and slept for thousands of years!

"While he slept, he dreamt. And every dream he had, soaked into a gran of stardust. When the star broke, it made an island of stardust that floated in the ocean for all the time that Sandy slept. And then, a little less than five hundred years ago, he woke up. And when he woke up, he discovered that, while he was sleeping, he became Dreamsand, for that was also what the stardust had become. He now had an island of dreams that he could use to make every child on earth sleep soundly. And so he did, and has ever since. Every night, Sandy sends out streams of Dreamsand to every kid on Earth to make sure they have sweet dreams and so they never have to have a nightmare. Sandy's always working, because no matter what time of day it is here, it's always night somewhere else, and kids are sleeping there. Or at least, they're supposed to be." A few of the kids giggled. "Now, Sandy works with his fellow Guardians to protect the kids of this world from Pitch Black."

A few minutes passed where everyone was winding down from the story, but then, as always, question time began. "Have you met the Guardians?!"

"Yep, all of them."

"Really?!"

"Yep, Jack's my best friend. Tooth and I hang out all the time. I've been to the Pole a few times to see North. I've been to the Warren to visit Bunny once or twice." Sam's eyes darkened momentarily at my mention of his least favorite immortal. "And Sandy and I are good friends too. I've actually had a chance to float on his Dreamsand cloud once or twice."

"What's Sandy like?"

"He's really nice. He doesn't talk, but he's a really good listener."

"Why doesn't he talk?" Millie asked me, tapping my foot as she did.

"Well, he doesn't ever want to wake up a sleeping child. He's worried that if he spoke, he'd wake a kid who was dreaming. He doesn't want to interrupt a dream - especially one he's created. But he doesn't talk ever, just because he doesn't want to forget and talk around a kid. But he does have another way to talk. He uses his Dreamsand to make pictured above his head to help him communicate. It's kind of like sign language, but the magical kind."

"Wow..."

I giggled. I'd never get over the looks on their faces when they truly believed that magic was real. "Okay guys, why don't you go and play. Or at least check in with your parents." A few of them grumbled at being told what to do, but most of them ran off in groups to play.

After all of the kids were out of earshot, Sam came over to me. I could tell by his expression what he was about to bring up. However, I knew I could win the argument to come, so I let him start it. "Why did you tell them about Pitch?" Though he was trying to keep his voice low, he was basically quietly yelling.

"Because, believing in him isn't gonna initiate his comeback or anything. _Fearing_ him will."

"And you don't think telling them that the Boogeyman is real is gonna scare them?" He flung his arm towards the kids.

"No, I don't." I folded my arms, my stubbornness flaring up. "I look at it like an immunization."

"What?"

I'd lost him. "Listen, immunizations work by introducing a harmless, minute version of a virus or infection. The body reacts and builds up antibodies to the germ so that if the person ever _does_ get sick, their bodies know how to fight it off with little to no collateral damage."

"So? Pitch isn't a virus, or a cold. He's the Nightmare King."

"But it's the same basic idea. By telling them about him in a nonthreatening way, a way that makes him seem like he's insignificant, if he ever tries to pull something again, they won't be nearly as scared as they would if some unknown, shadowy figure appeared out of nowhere bringing the apocalypse." I could tell that he wanted to fire a comeback, but was coming up blank. "If we emphasize all the times he's been beaten, then they're gonna know he's always lost. In their minds, that's gonna build up a wall to keep his influence out."

"You don't even know if that'll work. Not everyone's like you."

"_I_ know that. Unique doesn't even begin to cover what I am. But a spark is all it takes to light a fire. We start the idea that he's harmless, then he's never gonna be able to get a hold of them." Not to mention the fact that I'd be able to give a heads up if he ever did try something. _Hey, look, another upside to my pestering him._

Sam still looked like he wanted to argue, but I could see that my points were sinking in. Finally, he sighed and crossed his arms in defeat. "Okay, maybe you have a point."

I grinned. "I always do."

"This doesn't mean you're always gonna get your way."

"Yes it does."


	25. Friends to Count on

This week I'd had an anniversary that, no matter how much I _wasn't_ thinking about it, I always remembered, without fail. I'd now been immortal for twenty years and five days. It wasn't like I'd forget about the day, I mean, it was right close to my birthday, so there was little chance of me forgetting. But, even when I wasn't thinking about it, the second I woke up, or the second the sun rose or whatever made me feel like the day had started, my brain automatically said - in a mildly morbid way - _'Happy Anniversary'_.

It wasn't like anything big happened, I just always knew exactly what day it was. It was actually a little annoying. I mean, why couldn't my mind be this punctual with other dates and crap that I actually gave a flying whoop about? Anyway, five days later and I couldn't help but note the significance of this particular year's passing. Not only was it an even number, and so easier to keep track of, but a milestone for any immortal. This year, had marked something more for me. For my entire mortal life, I'd wished and waited for magic. I'd wished on every star, searched for fairy rings, been ready to kiss frogs, talked to the moon, everything. And then I got it right when I'd thought it was too late.

But this year, I'd officially been Story Tale, longer than I'd been Tori Rodriguez. I'd been immortal longer than mortal. Not only had I gotten the life and adventures I'd always dreamed of, I'd had it longer than I'd wished for it, if only a few days more, it was still longer. And that was something, to me.

And look at what I'd done in these twenty years. I'd made hoards of friends that I could count on and who I _knew_ wouldn't grow away from me. I'd met nearly every person of impact for my childhood. And that didn't only mean the Guardians. I'd met everyone, with a few exceptions. I'd earned my own believers, with a little help here and there. I got to watch my little brother grow up, get married, and have a kid. I had a niece I adored. I had my own home, that I shared with no one. I'd seen every place I'd ever dreamed of. Everywhere that was on my bucket list. And I still had scores of other places to see.

I could _fly_. I'd dreamt of flight longer than anything else. I'd waited for Peter Pan to come bearing pixie dust. I'd waited for a pair of wings to sprout from my back, be they feathered or leathered. I'd wished for a Solar Surfer. I'd wanted a broomstick, for crying out loud! I didn't care how I'd do it, but I'd craved flight. And now I could do it, on my own.

And quite possibly the simplest thing that made these twenty years amazing, was the fact that I hadn't spent any of them being diabetic. For fifteen years, I'd been diabetic. I'd taken shots, pricked my fingers, worn pods, counted carbohydrates... and not once since becoming immortal, had I had to worry about any of that. Not once did I have to stick a needle in my body somewhere. Not once did I have to keep track of my blood sugar. Not _once_ did I have to go for a tri-monthly doctor's visit. Not once, in twenty years, had I _not_ been eternally grateful for that.

I hadn't been lying to Jack when I told him that I didn't care that I'd had to die for it to happen. I _didn't_ care, at all. I don't. If dying and coming back was the cure, then I'd gladly pay that price over and over and over. My diabetes might not have ostracized me like many of the others who'd shared my predicament, but it was a cage in it's own right. It had made me rely on money to stay alive, when I'd rather have packed a backpack and thumb my way across the globe. It had kept me from volunteering for survival shows, and from living in the wilderness because of it's need for electricity and medical expertise and refrigeration. And now, I'd been defying that. For twenty years.

And not a day went by that I didn't thank Many at least once for bringing me back. Even when I lost Caeden and Tanya as believers. Even when I saw the decline in their belief. I'd meant what I'd told Korri. So long as I had people to share eternity with, I was happy. And I had some of the best friends I could have ever asked for in Jack and Sam. The only thing better than the twenty years I'd just lived, was the prospect of thousands more to come.

So, all in all, it was a good week, despite the anniversary that hung over my head. And it was about to get even better, because I was on my way to one of my favorite people in the world. And she was so much like me, it was laughable.

I swooped in through the Chicago skyline, circling around until I got my bearings enough to find the apartment. When I did, I landed on the terrace - which was a fancy way of saying a tiny balcony, barely five feet long, and less than three feet deep. Once my feet were firmly planted, I knocked on the glass door, peering into the living room for the tiny terror. Seconds later she came running into my sight at breakneck speed wearing only a t-shirt and a diaper. Had I not known that she did that all the time, I may have worried a bit. Screeching in delight at the top of her lungs she slid open the door and I quickly slid inside before her dad came running after her. I had to hand it to the toddler, she was fast.

He ran over to the sliding glass door and slid it shut, locking it before turning to regard his daughter. "Elizabeth, you know you're not supposed to open the door."

She grinned up at him. "But _daddy_, Auntie Story's here." She fiddled with the hem of the t-shirt she was wearing, stretching it towards her knees. "I _had_ to let her_ inside_." Elizabeth was far more eloquent than most other kids her age, but that may have been because of who her aunt was. Namely, myself. I stood back a little, arms crossed and a huge grin on my face.

My brother smiled down at my niece. He crouched down so he was at her eye-level, arms braced on his knees. "Is she now?" Elizabeth nodded her head like crazy. Back when she'd first vocalized to her parents that 'Auntie Story' was always around, both Caeden and Tanya had assumed I was an imaginary friend of hers. Both of them played along by telling her stories about their 'Aunt Story'. At first, it had been bittersweet for me to listen to, but after a while, I learned to take the stories as proof that they remembered me. And that was enough.

Tanya walked into the room to see what was going on. "Lizzie, what are you doing?" The most common phrase in the household.

"Letting Auntie Story in." She said it so as-a-matter-of-factly that I couldn't help the giggle that burst out of me. She looked up at me, grinning her gap-toothed smile.

The adults glanced at one another knowingly. They didn't _really _know, though. They just assumed that Elizabeth had a really good imagination. Tanya smiled down at her daughter. "She is? Well, how long is she planning on staying this time?"

Elizabeth looked up at me, question plain on her face. I shrugged. "Probably just today and tomorrow kiddo." She relayed my words, not quite exactly, to her parents.

"Well, so long as she doesn't eat all of the cookies this time." Her tone was accusatory, her thinking along the lines of every parent's. Even though Elizabeth and I _had_ shared the contents of the cookie jar, _I'd_ been the mastermind of the scheme. She was innocent in that endeavor. They still thought she was blaming things on an imaginary friend. I, however, take full blame for my actions, scouts honor. _Just kidding, I was never a scout. _

I smiled slyly down at my niece. "Don't worry, I brought my own snacks this time, girly-girl."

"She says she brought her own."

"Uh-huh." Mommy crossed her arms, eyebrow raised. "Well, Story, I expect you to stick to your word." I stuck my tongue out at her, even though I knew she couldn't see me. Without missing a beat, she bent down a little and addressed Elizabeth. "And I don't want you sneaking anything, got it?" The three year-old nodded, not quite solemn. "Good. Well, I'm going back to the laundry." She shot the last statement to Caeden.

Said dad glanced at the wall-clock. "And I have to go to work in a little bit." He turned back to Elizabeth. "Since Story's here are you two going to be getting into trouble?"

"No daddy." Now, contrary to what you may be thinking, I was actually a very good babysitter. Not that either of the adults would know. "Can we go play in my room?"

"Sure. Don't open your window."

"Okay." She grabbed my hand and pulled me after her into what used to be the spare room back when they'd first bought the place. The room was covered in shades of yellow and pink. Barbies were strewn everywhere as were children's books, and crayons. Never forget crayons. And tacked on every wall, in every available space within her reach, were drawings done in a child's hand. Drawings of people whom I considered family.

Before I could inspect any of them, Elizabeth abruptly grabbed my hand and dragged me across the room towards the window. "I made this ones the other day!" She pointed at a batch of all yellow drawings of a short, round man with fluffy and spiky hair. Having never seen Sandy in real life, she had no clue what he looked like except from my descriptions and drawings for her. However, she was close enough. It was actually really close to William Joyce's sketches of him.

"Oh, Lizzie, these are great!" There were four of them, all seemingly done with the same crayon. "What color did you use, baby girl?"

She stuck her hands on her hips indignantly. "Gold, I'm not a baby!" I giggled a little. Elizabeth was known to talk like that. Answer a question and take offense to a comment all in one sentence.

"Sorry, sweetie. You're not a baby, you're a big girl."

"Yes I am!" She said it with such pride that I didn't bother reminding her that she was only three and still wore diapers.

I pointed to the one closest to how Sandy actually looked. "Do you want me to show him your drawing?"

Her eyes lit up and her jaw dropped. She stayed that way for a minute or two before her brain apparently caught up with her and she jumped in surprise. "Yes!"

I giggled again as I unpinned it from the wall. "Can I borrow a crayon?"

"What color?" She dropped to her knees and started pawing across her floor for an unbroken crayon.

"Doesn't matter."

She finally found one - green - and held it out for me. "Here you go."

I grinned at her, flipping the paper over. "Thank you." I took the crayon from her and scribbled a note to Sandy on the back. I then folded the page into a plane and opened her window a little. "Watch this - and don't tell your parents." Her eyes were wide as I threw the plane out the window. Instead of falling, as I'm sure she was expecting, it lifted higher and soared off towards Sandy.

"Wow... Where'd it go?" She cocked her head to the side.

"It's gonna find Sandy for us. He'll see your drawing and then send it back." I closed the window and sat cross-legged on the floor.

"What'd you write on the back?" She climbed up onto her bed, bouncing a little on it as she did. She was so happy when she'd graduated from a crib to a big girl bed.

"'Hey, Sandy, Elizabeth drew this for you, when you're ready, please send it back. You know the drill.'"

"What's that mean?" I raised my eyebrows at her in question. "What's the drill?"

I smiled. "It means he knows what to do."

"Ooooohh." She thought about it for a minute before seeming to accept it. "How'd it know where to go?"

"I told it to. When I tossed it out the window, I told it that it was for Sandy. It's gonna find him and when he's done, he'll tell it that it's supposed to come back to me now."

"Wow..." She sad wide-eyed for a minute before looking at me dead serious. "Can I do that?"

I giggled. "No. That's something special only I can do, Lizzie-Beth." I grunted a little as I hoisted myself up onto her bed, purposefully bouncing to jostle her. She giggled in response and almost fell over. "You have to use the phone or video-chat."

"Oh, oh! The friends wanted to know when you came back! Are you gonna tell us another story this time?" By 'the friends' she was referring to my Chicago believers.

"Maaaayyyybeee. I don't know." She pouted. Before she could say anything, I poked her gently in the stomach. "But _you_ get a bedtime story from me. And I _might_ even sing for you."

Her eyes lit up once more. "Really!" Before I could even nod in response, she'd jumped off her bed and was dancing around her room sing/chanting. "Auntie Story's singing! Auntie Story's singing!" I smiled, laughing a little as my niece made a complete fool of herself. A beautiful, happy fool. And I couldn't be prouder.

-

Three days later, I left a hyper child with minor guilt for what her parents had to deal with. Minor. She was a generally hyper kid, but my visits made her more so. It's like when you get a kid excited right before bedtime, and then they don't go to sleep. Same thing, basically. But hey, when you're the coolest aunt ever, that's the price you pay. Forgive my big-headedness, but I'm allowed to be smug from time to time.

In any case, I was heading home. I'd been out for about two months straight now, first visiting Mnemosyne, or as I'd found out from my time at Legends, Nosy Mosy. Turns out her gossipy nature had a reputation. But yeah, Mosy, then I'd stopped by the Tooth palace for my time with Tooth and the girls, then my movie night and storytelling session in Salem, then a few days of wandering before Chicago. I was starting to feel homesick, if you could believe it. Or maybe it was just knowing that, at home, I didn't have to worry about people walking through me, or keeping track of my believers, or interacting with people. I could just relax and let go of responsibility until I ventured out again. Home was like a vacation.

Hell, my whole life was like a vacation. From what most people considered reality. Even though I really didn't like it, most of the world _still_ didn't believe in magic. However, in the past twenty plus years, ever since Rise of the Guardians had come out, people had it in their minds that immortals _could _be real. Some people, who'd seen the movie as children, had gone on to research legendary figures to attempt to prove that they really existed. And most of them were right, not that other people believed them. But, the more they brought it up, the more everyone was going to start thinking there was merit to it. Like I'd told Sam, all it takes is a spark.

But still, it was good to get away from it all for a while and head back to the Treehouse, which is what Jack and Sam had taken to calling my house. Jack had said that, since other immortals had official names for their homes, I should too. I agreed. And so I flew back to my magically gown Treehouse on my paper wings. Man, could my life get any weirder? And by weird, I most definitely mean cool.

It took me a few hours of flying to get home from Chicago. The winds were AWOL but I didn't mind. They were good company, and they were nice if I was in a hurry, but I was as much of a loner as I was a people person. I'd always considered myself a social hermit. I was good with alone time. So by the time I was flying over the sequoia forest, the sun was starting to set.

Truth be told, this was one of my favorite times of the day to come swooping in. Because of the angle that the sun was at, there was a stark contrast between what was in shadow and what was lit. The western side of everything was bathed in golden light from the setting sun, and, with the sky ablaze, it was really beautiful. Even after living here for thirteen years, I still managed to find new things to marvel at. Actually, I did that with everything, come to think of it. My home, the world, life itself. I don't know if I did that because I didn't want anything to become boring, or because that's just how I am. Time would tell, though.

I landed on the roof, which had become my usual landing by this point. I let my wings go and the pages fluttered away with the wind, back to whatever book or wall they'd been ripped from during my departure. I watched them go until they were out of sight, a faint smile on my face. I sighed a happy sigh before turning and starting down the stairs. I stepped into my bedroom, depositing my bag before heading down to the main floor. I was hungry having depleted my snacks at Caeden and Tanya's house. My plan was to grab something and then head back upstairs for a book. Before I could get to the kitchen though, I was met with a little surprise.

"Surprise!" A roomful of beings greeted me, all yelling at a volume I almost winced at, compared to the silence of outside. _Maybe not such a little surprise._ I took in who was in my house. Sel, Tooth, Sandy, Mosy, Shady, Artie, Gaia, Mors, Sam, and Jack. A moment later, I heard the thunder of wing-beats and Del's face appeared outside the doorway to the porch.

I was staring open-mouthed at them, though I tried to throw a smile onto my face. "What's going on?" _I come downstairs for a snack and I'm bombarded by everyone I know._

Jack stepped forward a little, smirking at me. "Happy anniversary slash birthday. You've now been officially immortal for more than half of your life."

"You guys... threw me... a surprise party?" I was almost speechless. Almost, because I always have something to say, but... I couldn't believe they'd _actually_ thrown me a _surprise party_. I mean, everyone wants a surprise party at some point in their life, even if they hate surprises. They show that people care enough about you to celebrate you, without you having to plan it all and invite them. And considering the significance of this year, it was a really great surprise. Plus, unlike every other Latino girl on earth, I didn't get a quinceanera. And unlike every sixteen year old of every other nationality, I didn't get a sweet sixteen either. And as I'd died before my twenty-first birthday, I didn't get my alcohol christening. I had planned on kicking my twenty-first year off with a margarita from Hacienda. I'd been deprived of parties in my honor for my whole life. Hell, even my graduation party had been crappy.

"Jack did, actually." Tooth flew up and hugged me, the few fairies who'd tagged along doing so as well. "Happy birthday, Story."

"Well, I mean... My birthday's not for four more days." I shook my head and blinked. "Doesn't matter." I hugged her back. "Thank you." When we broke apart, my eyes darted between her, Mosy and Sam. "How did you guys _not_ tell me."

Sam winced a little. "I actually thought you knew for a minute there. When you told me that you and Tooth had 'had an interesting conversation' I thought you were talking about the party."

"I wouldn't have told her!" Tooth bristled next to me and I chuckled along with most of the other guests. Like how a cat's fur stands on end, her feathers were doing the same. She noticed and started smoothing them down.

Sel was the next to glide over and give me a hug. And when Gaia did, it felt like I was being swallowed by her hair. The rest of the guests weren't really the hugging type. Shady, Mors and Artie all either gave me a side hug or clapped me on the shoulder. Mosy did that double cheek kiss thing. Sandy flashed a smile at me from across the room and Sam waved, also smiling. Then I turned to Jack.

"You threw me a surprise party." I still couldn't get over that.

He shrugged. "That's what friends do." Before he could protest, and before he knew what was happening, I was hugging him. "Whoa!"

"Thanks, Jack."

"Uh..." He was thrown off by my abrupt hug, I could tell, but a moment later, he smiled. "No, prob." He hugged me back, though it was quick. When I pulled away I could see that his cheeks were faintly pink. I smirked at him, knowing exactly why.

From behind me, I heard a very familiar voice. "Happy birthday." I turned to see Sam grinning at me. "What, this is the twentieth time you've been twenty, right?"

"Ha, ha. You're _so_ funny." I punched him on the arm. Not hard enough to leave a bruise or anything, but still, I punched him.

He laughed in mock offense. "Hey, watch it! I might just take my gift back."

I blinked. "Wait, gift?" I glanced at Jack who's eyes darted to one of the tables near my couch. It had a small pile of boxes on it. "You guys got me presents?" Now this was too much. gotten a lot of those in my life, but they were always expected. You know, Christmas gifts, birthday presents from family members, graduation gifts because that's the politically correct thing to do. You know, expected. I'd stopped celebrating my birthday by my second year as an immortal.

"What," Jack was smirking at me. "You don't want them? 'Cause we can take 'em back."

"No!" He was already laughing before my protest was even out of my mouth. "I'm just surprised, is all."

"Well, that's kind of the point of a surprise party." I punched him on the arm. "Hey! What is it with you and punching people?"

"Jack, don't you know by now that I have an aggressive personality?" I smiled innocently at him and batted my eyes. His response was to stick his tongue out at me.

"Aggressive my ass."

I snorted at him and took another look around the room, spying food set out on a few of the other tables. "Wait a minute, did you raid my kitchen?" I looked at Jack accusingly.

"Uh, no?" I swung at him but he ducked out of the way.

"You better replace it, buddy!" He laughed at me as he ducked outside and out of reach. I shook my head at him, even though I was grinning. I never _could_ stay mad at Jack. Not even when he pulled a stunt like when I'd moved out. Sam was laughing behind me, holding a Red Solo cup of something. Probably water, since the only drinks I had in my house were fruit waters and Diet Dr. Pepper. I shot him a stink eye. "You helped didn't you?"

"Me? Nope, not at all." I swatted him, though it was halfhearted. I couldn't stay mad at him either. Hell, I couldn't _be_ mad at him. Plus I didn't want to spill his drink and have to clean it up later.

"Thanks."

He shrugged. "No biggie. Hey, you wanna dig into your food before we eat it all?"

"Well, considering it's mine, duh." I went to the nearest table and saw, to my distain, that they'd gotten into my pickles. "Dude, really? Those are mine!"

"It's all, yours."

"I know, but these are for my enjoyment only!"

"Well, if it makes you feel any better, I supplied desert. I raided my stash." He gestured towards another table and I saw bowls filled with assorted candies. I grinned, seeing that one was filled with gummy bears. "So it's not like you provided all the food."

"Well, thank you, again." I helped myself to a plateful of _my_ food and turned to see how the guests were getting along. No big surprise, everyone was grouped off with people thy knew. Jack had come back into the room and was chatting with Tooth, who was completely enraptured by whatever it was he was saying. Sel was over by one of the windows, talking to Del who couldn't fit inside. Shady, Artie, Mors, and Gaia were all clustered around one of the paintings and chatting with each other. Mosy was being nosy and was hovering at the edge of their group. Sandy had nodded off in one of the chairs. And Sam was over here with me.

I shoved a handful of crackers in my mouth. Hey, I was still hungry, sue me. "Man, I love Club crackers. I really hope they never go out of business."

Sam shrugged. "Well, that's always a possibility. I can't tell you how many companies whose products I became all but addicted to that shut down. My suggestion is to stockpile if there's ever any indication that they will."

"Like those people who bought cases of Twinkies for thousands of dollars?"

"Exactly."

"So..." I attempted to seem nonchalant. "What'd you get me?"

He laughed in a way that said he wasn't gonna fall for my tricks. "It's a surprise. You're gonna have to wait until you open it to find out." I stuck my tongue out at him.

Gaia came over to me then, smiling and looking like her bubbly self. "I had no idea you were friends with Nosy Mo - I mean the Muse." She smiled sheepishly, eyes wide with embarrassment. "Though it does make sense."

I shrugged, popping another few crackers into my mouth. "She's not that bad." I said around my mouthful. "I mean, look at me. I have no manners whatsoever." I grinned and threw more food into my mouth. "Who cares if she's nosy?"

"I don't think anyone does, really. But she's the type of person who doesn't make friends easily."

"But I do. I made friends with Jack didn't I?" _And Pitch Black. Even if he won't admit it or reciprocate it._ Gaia laughed lightly. "So, have you talked to her yet?"

"Off and on over the years. Not tonight though."

"Well, you should go and talk to her." I gestured towards said nosy immortal with another cracker in my hand. "Meanwhile, I'm gonna dig into my presents." Because I had a plate in my hands, I couldn't rub my hands in glee, but believe me, I wanted to. I took a seat on my couch, next to the gift table and set my plate down.

Everyone had noticed my seat change and had stopped what they were talking about to watch me open my gifts. Whether it was to see my reaction to their gifts, or to compare theirs to everyone else's, I didn't know. And I didn't care. I got presents! I grabbed the first gift, which was a little over two feet long, around six inches wide, and wrapped in newspaper. Shady held up her Solo cup a little, which looked dull next to her mane. "Tha's mine." I tore off the paper to find a basic box underneath. When I opened it, I found about ten thousand packing peanuts. I looked at her. "It's in there. Just be careful when yer fishin' around." With minor suspicion I gingerly dug through the Styrofoam pellets.

My hand brushed something hard and smooth. I grabbed it and pulled out a knife that was about as long as my forearm. My jaw dropped. "Holy shit!"

"It's a short sword. I remember you tellin' me how you always wanted a sword and how much you like yer machete."

"Ermagerd, I love it!" I had to physically restrain myself from swinging it around then and there. So instead I laid it back in the box and set the lid back on it, so I'd be less tempted. Not that it really worked. "I'm now gonna try and ignore it while I open the rest of them." There was a round of chuckles at that.

As I reached for another gift, Artie cleared his throat. "Er, you might want to open mine next. Shady's and mine sort of go together." His British accent was light, and easy to understand. However, I had no doubt that, if he ever had worldwide believers, there'd be a line of girls just for his voice. "It's the one wrapped in the brown paper." He pointed at said gift, which was about two feet square.

When I picked it up, it was about as heavy as the sword had been, and I wondered if I was getting a pair. I tore the paper off and pulled off the lid to see a pair of arm bracers. They were some gray metal - I assumed steel or something similar. I picked them up and saw that there were leather straps on the undersides so that they'd fit. They each had a shallow pattern carved into them as decoration. They were beautiful. As excited as I'd been by the weapon, I was as touched by the armor. "You guys." I looked up to see Shady grinning and Artie avoiding my eyes, embarrassed. I dropped the bracers back into the box and went over to the two of them. I attacked both of them at once in a double hug. "Thanks, I love them."

Artie was blushing now. "Well, I figured they'd be better than a shield. And you're going to need defense. Especially with her training you." He hooked his thumb at the Celt beside him.

"Training?" I raised my eyebrow at her.

"Well, you don't expect me to give you somethin' ye can't use now, do ye?" I grinned at her as I went back to my seat.

I grabbed another gift, eyes roving the room for it's owner. Sel smiled, raising her hand a little. I smiled back and tore into the paper. As bad of a cook as she was, she was really good at wrapping gifts. It looked almost professional. Under the paper was a book. It was older, but I recognized it right away. "You gave me your copy of the Hans Christian Andersen stories? Oh, Sel."

"You already have the Grimm's Brother's fairytales and 1001 Arabian Nights. I thought you needed a complete set."

"But _your_ copy? This is from the original round of publication. It's older than I am, hell it's older than America!"

"And you appreciate it wholly. Which is why I am giving it to you."

"Thank you..." So far, the gifts were touching beyond reason. I was almost worried that the others wouldn't hold up. I was just as worried that they would, and that I'd end up crying. As I've said before, I detest crying, so I didn't want that to happen. I shook the thoughts from my mind and grabbed another gift.

Gaia smiled at me, widely, so that I'd know this one was hers. It was a brightly colored, round box that looked like it used to be for hats. I lifted the lid to find the entire box covered by yellow flowers. I looked at her confused. I mean, I knew she was the spirit of spring, and that flowers were kind of her thing, but what were they doing in the bottom of a box? "It's something for your roof. You can leave it up there and it'll spread like wildfire. Soon you'll have a carpet of it. And the best part, they come back every year. And in the summer, the flowers fall off and the leaves leave it nice and green."

I carefully put the lid back on. "I think I heard about it before. I always sort of wanted it in my backyard when I was growing up." I looked up at her smiling. "Thanks." She grinned back as I placed the box on top of the others. I turned back to the stack of gifts. "Okay, who's next?" I picked up a flat gift that was vaguely the size of a book, except for how flat it was. Sam cleared his throat and sheepishly raised his hand. I grinned at him, understanding his nervousness. Sam had major stage fright. He hated being the center of attention in any group larger than ten. I pulled the paper off to find a DVD underneath. I laughed, smiling. "Hocus Pocus? Aw, thanks Sam." Trust him to get me an old favorite that had something to do with him.

Next, I grabbed the biggest box, yet surprisingly, not the heaviest. Mosy appeared over my shoulder. "I hope you like it, even though I know you will." She smiled in a way that betrayed her confidence. I ripped the paper off to find a wooden case stained with old paint and ink and who knows what else. I opened the clasp and lifted up the lid... Then I almost dropped it. I looked at her, openmouthed. Inside was over a hundred tubes of paint, brushes of every length, shape, and size, and a palette, the old kind with a spot for your thumb to go through and everything. "The box belonged to some famous painter or another that I mused a lot. I don't remember his name, but he was around during the renaissance. Everything else is more or less new."

I hugged her backwards over the couch. "Thanks, I love it." I closed the box and ran my hand over it before setting it on the floor next to me. The next box I grabbed was small. My eyes roved the room and landed on Mors who was pointing to himself/herself with his/her thumb. I pulled the lid off to see a necklace inside. I pulled it out to find that the pendant was a small, black, metal bird skull. I looked closer, noticing that there was some pattern. When I got it close enough I could see that it was words, though they were so small I couldn't make them out. "What's it say?"

"It's the words to Edgar Allen Poe's 'the Raven'." He/she shrugged nonchalantly.

"Thanks Mors. It matches one of the pieces I have hanging in my library. I'll show you later." I put the necklace on, instead of back in the box and turned back to the table that looked decidedly more empty now. I noticed an incredibly ornate box that looked incredibly similar to the tooth boxes. "Let me, guess, this one's from Tooth?"

She smiled at me. "Actually, my gift _is_ the box. Sandy's is inside though." I lifted the lid to see that the box was filled with Dreamsand. Sandy flashed his symbols that this was the same kind he gave to the Guardians at Christmas. He added that he knew I'd be able to make a great story out of it.

"Thanks guys." I shot Sandy a smile, knowing exactly what he was getting at. I spied similar wrapping paper to what North had wrapped my Christmas gift with all those years ago, and I raised an eyebrow. I snatched up the box and saw that there was a tiny card on top. 'From North', it read. 'Happy birthday and anniversary.' I tore the paper off to find a repeat of my Christmas gift as well. "Aw, North gave me another sketchbook. Would one of you guys tell him thanks for me?"

I looked back at the table and saw that there had been a huge gemstone hidden by North's gift. From the doorway, I heard Del's voice. "They grow all over the place where my family lives. The last time I stopped in for a visit, I took one." His brow furrowed and I could tell he was worried if he'd picked a good gift or not. "Do you like it?"

"I love it, Del. It'd beautiful." I picked up the stone, only to find that it probably weighed around ten pounds. In the end I just left it where it was. _I'll move it later... if I can._ There was one more gift on the table and it was egg-shaped. I popped it apart, knowing what was probably in it, but hoping that Bunny hadn't been so cliché. He had been. Inside was a big white chocolate bunny, similar to what you could find on the store shelves this time of year. "You, know. Just because my birthday's right by Easter, does _not_ mean he can default and give me chocolate bunnies... At least it's white chocolate." I shrugged, knowing full well that the rabbit would be gone by tomorrow.

Shady cleared her throat to call attention to herself. "Annie wanted to come, but you know, with two of 'er bartenders 'ere, she was already short-staffed. So instead she sent a little birthday present for you. She ran into my kitchen and returned with a cake topped with a hoard of candles. "It's red velvet cake."

"How did she know that's my favorite?" As touched as I was, and as happily surprised to see that even Annie had sent something, I couldn't help but notice that one person in particular had neglected to get me anything. And it stung.

Shady shrugged, still holding the cake. "Yer not the only one who talks to the winds." She grinned at me.

"You guys aren't gonna sing me Happy Birthday, are you? 'Cause no offense, but some of you are tone def." There was a round of laughter as my eyes shot to Sam, who blushed despite his own laughter.

"No we are not gonna sing. Can ye just blow out the candles before I catch on fire?" She was grinning.

"Yes ma'am." I obediently blew out the candles and everyone started doling out the pieces.

-

Once the party was over, and everyone else had gone home, I finally confronted Jack about the absence of his gift. I found him on the porch, looking up at the moon - or lack there of, as it was just a sliver of light, and had been for a few days now. By tomorrow or the next day, it should be absent from the sky. "Jack, what gives?

He turned to look at me, looking innocent. "What?"

"You know what. You throw me a party but then didn't get me a gift. You were the only one who didn't. I don't know if the party was supposed to be your gift or what, but..."

"Actually, your gift from me is more of a trip, so I had to wait for everyone to leave. And I had to make sure tonight was a good night to see it." He gestured towards the lack of moon. "So if you're good to go we can shove out."

"Uh, yeah. I'm good."

"Great! Follow me!" He darted off on the winds, barely waiting for me to follow. It took an hour or less before he finally turned around. "We're almost there."

"Where are we going?"

"You'll see, trust me." He wouldn't say any more, but a few minutes later he lead me down towards an island in the Caribbean ocean. I knew my maps well enough to figure out that it was Puerto Rico. I raised my eyebrow at him, but he didn't notice, he was too busy staring at the water. He lead me to a spot where the stars were reflected spectacularly and turned back to me, expectant. "Well, what do you think?"

I didn't get it. Why drag me all the way out here just to show me a reflection of the sky? "I mean, the stars are pretty and all..." I didn't know what he expected.

"Look closer at the water."

"Okay..." I swooped down lower until I was hovering just above the water. "The reflection's pretty... Wait..." I leaned forward and noticed that the stars were moving. "They're not..."

"Nope. They're these plant animal things that light up at night. You really can't see them when the moon's full, so you wanna come when the moon's AWOL."

"Bioluminescence" I said under my breath. I laughed in wonder. "Oh wow." I watched as a group of the creatures moved a few feet over, creating a streaking effect. "Jack, this is..." I shook my head, completely floored by not only what I was seeing, but by the fact that this was his gift. I glanced at him, noticing that his gaze wasn't on the water, but on me and my reaction. A small smile played at his lips and one appeared on mine to match. "Thanks, Jack." I looked back at the display he'd brought me here for. "For the party, for this..." I looked back at him. "For being the best friend I could have ever asked for... Just, thanks."

"My pleasure." He grinned his half-grin and I once again that week counted my blessings. _Thanks Manny, for making my life possible... One day, I hope I can say it to your face._


	26. Bruises Galore

"C'mon, Story! Keep up!" Shady and I had been at it for hours now. Well, _today_ it'd been hours. I'd been at her castle for a week now. Yes, you read me right, I said castle. Let me tell you, when I first showed up, I was floored. I'd had my jaw hanging up until the point that I saw her armory... then I went into full on fangirl-mode. Hey, I like weapons and things that go boom, sue me. I'd spent a few good hours gawking at the sharp and pointy objects before we got to the point of my visit. No pun intended.

However, my elation had diminished a bit once we'd started training. That's when the bruises started showing up. Oh yeah, Shady hit so hard, that the bruises lasted for a few days _at least_, when they'd usually be gone in a few hours. Four months had passed since my party and I'd finally gotten around to the training Shady had mentioned. Let's just say, it wasn't as fun as I thought it would be.

"Shady, I'm tired. I'm sore. And I'm about ready to rip your head off your shoulders." I wasn't in my most chipper mood, if you catch my drift. Being beaten daily for a week straight will do that to you. And I don't mean beaten like loosing, I mean like black and blue. Quite literally. Except that I was more like purple and yellow, from the bruises.

"Good, use that. In a fight yer opponent won't stop just because yer tired." Instead of doing as she told me, I sat down on the ground and crossed my arms. "Get up!" Shady really was a good teacher. Maybe not the nicest, but really good. Then again, I was a quick learner. So that might be part of it. I'm not saying I was an expert already, far from it. But I did know all the basics by now, and I could hold my own for a few minutes at least. That is, until she started actually trying. That's when I acquired more bruises and bumps.

I glared at her. "No. I'm taking a break." She glared right back. "If you want me to fight, you're gonna have to make me." I looked away, arms still crossed. I didn't care if I was acting like a little kid. Like I said, I was tired.

She growled. "Story..." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her start towards me. Every time I'd tried to take a break, or a breather, or even decided to stop for the day before she said so, she'd come at me. I knew she was starting to get fed up with my stubbornness, though.

_That's_ what I used to my advantage. Not me wanting to decapitate her. Now, Shady hadn't just been teaching me how to use my sword. She'd been teaching me how to fight in general, but my sword specifically. I was wearing Artie's bracers, so my forearms were mostly clear of bruises. Everywhere else was a different story. I'm pretty sure I had a concussion too. Or I did earlier in the week. Now, however, I was clearheaded.

I wasn't a fighter. Well, I was, just not a very good one. If it came down to fight or flight, I was gonna fight. That's who I am and that's how I am. However, I fight with my mind, more than my body. I've never been the strongest person around - physically. I despised gym class every year I was forced to take it. Even failed it one year. I feel no shame about that, none at all. I know I'm not an athlete. I also hate exercise in every form. Well every normal form. I like rock climbing, swimming, and even though I was black and blue, I enjoyed this. But I still hate sports and weight rooms.

Shady knew all this, which is why she wasn't expecting anything from me. She thought I was being my stubborn self and that I was just gonna sit here. _Wrongo._ She came up behind me, sword held high like I knew it would be. Every other time I'd taken up this position, she'd come up behind me and whacked me with the flat of her sword. On the head. This time was gonna be different.

I heard her stop about a foot or so behind my back and I knew what was coming. Before she had time to bring her sword down, I leaned back and wrapped my arms around her legs. While she was surprised by my move, I reached my legs up to grab hold of her torso and I managed to pull her down to the ground. _Yes!_

My victory was short lived, however, because the next moment she'd kicked me in the face and had freed herself. By the time I stopped seeing stars a moment later, her sword was pointed at my throat, which was the indication that the fight was over. She was grinning. _Yeah, you're all smiles and meanwhile, my nose is bleeding and I'm growing another bruise._ I reached up to feel my nose gingerly. It had already healed itself, but there was a tiny trickle of blood that had crept out. "I swear, you're gonna break my nose eventually."

"Yer alright." She sheathed her sword and held her hand out for me to grab. I did and almost pulled her down to the ground as I stood. Almost, because she was used to my 'assistance' by now. "Smart thinkin'. Knockin' me off balance like that." She was still grinning.

"Yeah, well it wasn't enough to beat you, now was it?"

"Don't feel too bad. Keep in mind, I'm a few thousand years yer senior. I've been doin' this a lot longer than you, my friend." She slung her arm across my shoulders. "But that was a _really _good shot. Just gotta move a bit faster next time."

I rubbed at my nose. "I'll keep that in mind." _I wonder if this is how Jack feels when Sel beats him up for doing something stupid?_ Mentally I shrugged, not being able to physically. Both from Shady still having her arm across my shoulder and from the fact that I was even more sore now that I'd been kicked in the face.

She grabbed my arm with her free hand, inspecting my bracer. "Artie did do well, didn't he?" She wasn't asking me, more like talking to herself. "No bruises at all under these." An approving look crossed her features. She dropped my arm and quickly ran her eyes over the rest of me, expression changing to that of mild guilt. "Yea, maybe you should be wearing more armor."

"Maybe you can just not hit so hard, how about that?" She laughed, loud and hard. I'd have laughed too but, still sore. Also, I was pretty sure that laughing then would have given me a headache.

"You really are funny, Story." She clapped me on the back, making me wince. "Sorry. Let's get something to eat." She led the way back to her castle. Training was outside on the grounds. Less obstacles, less distractions, less restrictions. Shady's words, not mine. Apparently, future training sessions would be held indoors, once my skill level rose. Needless to say, that time was far off.

The castle was on top of a hill, big shocker. It was big and it was gray and it was impressive. To my surprise, there was a crud-ton of mortals mulling around. They were there for most of the day, actually. Shady had explained it to me. About half of the castle was open for tours as a historical site. Civilians came and went, paying their fee to see a real Scottish castle.

The official story, was that the castle had been passed down through the generations, and the current owner had opened it up to the public. The areas that were off limits were where the owner lived and such. The staff was told that as well, even though none of them ever went to the private areas, save a handful that believed in Shady. Unofficially, Shady was getting hassled by the government and had to turn her house into a 'tourist trap', as she put it. It was the only way she could keep her castle free of 'freeloaders', also her words. However, on the plus side for her, the money she raked in from all the tourists was enough that she could afford to spend money frivolously. Not that she did, but you get the picture. Actually, most of the money that came in, she used to pay her employees.

Shady waltzed through the doors like she owned the place. The fact that she did was besides the point. She marched me straight to the armory where she deposited her sword and the armor she'd worn that day. The bracers she always wore stayed though. "Check yer blade."

I glanced at it, to see that there was a little dirt on it from when I'd sat on the ground and thrown my mock hissy fit. I rolled my eyes as I wiped it clean. 'Take care of your weapons', she'd said. 'Keep the blade clean', she'd said. If she really wanted me to take care of it, she should have given me a scabbard for it. Honestly, she didn't need to remind me by now, but she still did.

She reached back and pulled the hair-tie out of her braid. She'd put her hair back every day we'd been out there sparring, and everyday, the second we were done, she shook her mane out. And she did so now. After running her fingers through the braid a few times, her puff ball was back in business. She may be able to tame her hair temporarily, but it always came roaring back - almost literally.

She shook out her hair before reapplying her usual weapons. I hadn't had any idea that she carried so many. I mean, I know her motto is never go anywhere unarmed, but this was ridiculous. She always carried one knife in each boot, one under each bracer, and one in a back-strap under her jacket. And that was her minimum. It wasn't like I could really say anything. I'd always had a plan in the event of a zombie apocalypse. Screwdrivers made wonderful weapons, as do hairpins. Plus I had my machete. So I really couldn't complain. But she made marines look unprepared.

Our business with the armory done, we went to the dining room. Well, dining room was an understatement, it was more like a banquet hall. Complete with a mile long table. _And here I thought that she wasn't like that._ Shady came off as a person who wasn't into money and possessions and whatnot. She seemed like someone who bar hopped, to be honest. However, now that I'd seen her _castle_ and had stayed in it for a week, I knew different. Even knowing her outside of her home, I could see that she actually did fit in here. As at home as she was at Legends, _this_ was definitely her _home._

She sat at the head of the table, in what was obviously _her_ chair, and I sat to her left. She hadn't even been sitting for a second when the head butler came over to us. Now, he couldn't see me. I wasn't widely enough known and it's harder for adults to believe, as we've already established. He knew I was there, Shady had told the staff that she had a visitor. They were so used to invisible guests that they took it in stride. _I will never get used to this... But I don't think I want to._ I smiled a little, to myself.

"Would you like anythin' Miss Scathach?" He stood at attention, eyes clapped on Shady.

"Story, you hungry?" I nodded. "Just a snack. We've been trainin'." He nodded once, and I saw the twitch of a smile. _That butthead's laughing at me!_ Well, I wasn't really surprised, I mean, if he's been working for Shady as long as I think he has, than he probably knows that she rarely, if ever, looses. Shady was still grinning. "Oh, and turn on the music, would you?"

He turned back to her and nodded again. "Yes, Miss."

I watched him leave the room, then I turned to Shady. "Wipe that smile off your face. You've beaten me every day, it's nothing new by now." I folded my arms childishly.

"Tha's not why I'm smilin'. I'm grinnin' 'cause you got a blow in. And you've only been at it fer a week!" I really didn't get it. She was happy that I made her face-plant? "Ye really are a quick learner, I'll give you that."

"Thank you? I think."

She giggled, and I knew she was about to say something, but that minute the music started playing. She'd had the castle wired a few decades back so that she had a sound system hooked up. Apparently, a lot of immortals were modernizing aspects of their homes. Others, like Seraphina, were happy with what they'd always had. Shady was in the former category.

Her eyes lit up as the sound of violins wafted from the speakers. "Celtic Woman. _The_ greatest group in existence. Don't tell Mors 'n Gaia I said that."

I chuckled. "I won't." I knew the song that was playing, 'Teir Abhaile Riu'. It had a great beat to it and, as all Celtic music, made you want to dance. "So what's your favorite of theirs?" She looked at me, a question on her face. "Celtic Woman, not the Legends cast."

"Ah, well..." She thought about it for a minute. "Most likely I'd say 'The Foxhunter'. But if you meant one with words, then it'd be this one." Her head bobbed in time to the music for a minute. "So do you have a favorite? I know you know most of their songs."

I giggled. "Guilty as charged." I was a huge fan of Celtic music, and Celtic Woman was one of the only big name groups out there. "That's tough though, because it depends on the mood I'm in."

"Try."

"Fine... I guess it's a tie between 'Caledonia', 'At the Ceili', 'The New Ground - Isle of Hope, Isle of Tears', and 'The Foxhunter'."

"Tha's a vast and varied list. But I have to say, I like the end of it." She flashed a smile at me.

"I figured you would." I watched as she jammed to her music. A few minutes - and a few songs - later, the main butler and one of the other members of the staff - I didn't know his title - brought out the food. Part of me felt bad about making them serve me when I wasn't paying. This kind of service at a restaurant was one thing, but for free, on a daily basis was something else completely. But they were doing their jobs, so I just had to get used to it. _Just wish I could say thank you._ Well, I could, but they wouldn't be able to hear me. However, part of me kept waiting for them to bust out in the chorus of 'Be Our Guest'.

No such luck. The two of them deposited the trays, lifted the covers off and retreated. The junior butler - or whatever he was - ran off back to whatever he'd been doing before being recruited as back-up. The other one stood near the door, out of the way with his hands folded. I took a look at the 'snack'. It was a meat pie and a side of veggies, which to my delight, were peas. Well, carrots too, but peas, yay! Actually, I was happy as long as there wasn't haggis on my plate. Sorry, but never will I eat sheep stomach. Nope. Shady attempted to get me to eat it my first night there. I refused and instead depleted the box of crackers I'd brought with me. She hadn't tried since, to my relief.

Aside from the haggis incident, the food here was pretty good. Pardon my ignorance, but when I thought of Scottish food before coming here, all I thought of was sheep stomach. But I had to say, Scottish food was pretty dang tasty, especially for someone who likes food as much as me. I loved the soup that we'd had the other day, which Shady had called 'Cullen skink'. Again, pardon the ignorance, but my first thought had been of Twilight. But the soup was _delicious_. And the meat pies weren't too shabby either. I'd always loved pot pies and these were basically the same. And potatoes were everywhere, to my pleasure. But still, I refuse to _ever_ eat haggis. _Ever. _But yeah, lots of meat and potatoes with a few veggies thrown in.

I could really go on and on about the food, but I'll stop. Don't wanna make everyone hungry now, do I? But no, Shady and I were almost finished eating before she spoke up. She cleared her throat to get my attention. I glanced at her. "I think yer good." I didn't respond. That's because I had no clue what she was talking about. I gave her a look that clearly said 'huh'. "I mean I think you can run off now. I've taught you the basics and you can at the very least hold yer own. The fact that you knocked me down today proved it."

My eyebrows were brushing the ceiling. Was she serious? After a week of beating me black and blue she just decides I'm 'good'. _WTF!_ She went on despite my internal reaction. "I mean, yer still gonna need more advanced training and, well lets be honest, you won't win any real fights any time soon, but, for now, yer good." _Yes, insult me while you praise. That's how everyone teaches._ "Besides, if we keep at it much longer, you're gonna be one big bruise."

"Because I'm not already?" I gestured at all of me, which was a previously stated plethora of purple-yellow from partially healed bruises.

"Trust me, if I was actually trying, you'd be too sore to move... and you'd probably be missing a limb or two."

"Well that makes me feel _so_ much better." I glanced at my upper arm, which was mostly purple. _That was her going _easy_ on me?_ I shook my head. "So basically, what your telling me is that I've been kicked out?"

She shrugged. "If you want to put it that way, then be my guest. I'm just saying that trainin's over fer now." She gestured to the butler that was still at attention over by the door. He came and took our plates, which were now cleared of food. After he'd left the room, she stood up. "Come on."

Without waiting to see if I was following or not, she started out of the room. I got up and went after her. After a few minutes, I noticed we were heading to the armory. I got there a minute or two after her. When I walked in, she was rummaging around for something, talking to herself as she did. "Where is it?" She tossed a breastplate out of the way and I ducked to avoid it. "I thought it was over here." She shoved a few more things out of the way before shouting in triumph. "There you are!"

She turned around, holding a scabbard. She looked at me. "Before you go, you'll be needing this." She walked over to me and took my sword out of my hand, sliding it into the sheath she held. She smiled. "Perfect fit." She held it out to me, still smiling. I took it from her. There was no strap or belt for it, just the case. In any case, I knew this meant I'd accomplished something. "I'll give you the belt fer it after yer next training session." I raised my eyebrows and she shrugged nonchalantly. "Every time you earn something, you'll get it."

"What, like more armor?" _God knows I need it.  
><em>  
>"Yep. I'm thinkin' greaves next." She grinned and laughed. After a minute, I did too. If someone had told me twenty years ago that I'd be getting warrior lessons and armor from Scathach the Shadow, I'd have called them crazy and then begged them to make it happen. Now it's happening and it's almost commonplace. Just one more thing I love about my life.<p>

-

I stuck around Shady's castle for another day, to let my bruises heal a little more before I ran off. I went back to the Treehouse, happy to be home and rest - completely. As I flew in, I saw the mini field of green from Gaia's plant, which had, indeed, spread like wildfire. Two months ago, it had been a bright yellow, but then the flowers had all fallen off, so now it was all leafy vines. Which was perfectly fine by me, especially when you considered the fact that they were starting to creep down the sides of the house. I'd always loved those old brick buildings with vines eating them alive. I'd always thought they were the most beautiful ones ever, regardless of the size and grandeur - or lack there of. My home was now beginning to resemble them. But better, because it was a magically grown tree house, hundreds of feet above the ground, with a plant that had bright yellow flowers for the entirety of spring. And it was home to an immortal. It was my home. And that fact alone made me love it.

I landed in the clear space on the roof and let my wings return to their previous residences. I went into my room and put my sword - encased in the scabbard - into my closet along with my bracers. I then changed into a clean set of clothes, noting with distain that the ones I'd worn for training now had major grass stains and dirt all over them. _Crap._ Well, either there'd be a laundry day in my near future, or they were now crap clothes that I would wear when painting and other things of the like. _But I have enough crap clothes_. I had a shirt as old as I was that was a crap shirt - and always had been - a guy's button-up shirt that was a XL - which I'd bought with a stain already on it. I also had a pair of jeans that had stains from glue and paint, and a pair of shorts with green exterior paint splattered on them, from once when we'd repainted our house back when I was mortal. And a pair of sneakers that I'd by now had for about twenty-five years.

It all came down to if I was willing to try and salvage the clothing I'd worn. The pants were on their way to crap clothing anyway, which was why I'd worn them, but the shirt... I looked at it sideways. _Well, you can always use this shirt to replace Old Red._ True. Inner voice gets another point. Old Red was the first crap-shirt I'd mentioned. It was a year older than I was, my mom had bought it in Hawaii the summer before I was born. When I was little it was my night shirt, then, as I got older, it was my sick-day shirt. Then life really started tearing it up, literally. There were massive holes in Old Red. I'd tried to mend the holes once, but I'd given it up as a lost cause. Instead I took them in stride. It was as stained as my other crap-clothes. Stained with blood, sweat, tears, snot, hair-dye, ink, dirt, food, and who knows what else. I was as attached to Old Red as Jack was to his staff, come to think of it.

"Crap shirt it is." I tossed both items of clothing into the pile of crap clothes in the back of my closet. Why bother hanging up clothing that I refer to as 'crap clothing'. I mean, really. In any case, I walked downstairs to the main floor and then outside onto the porch. I took in the view for a moment before crossing the bridge that lead to my studio. By now the room had a similar look to it that my crap clothes did. Or, at least the floor looked similar. Paint had splattered and ink had spilled. Threads had become caught in the grain of the wood and refused to be swept up. Beads and glitter had collected in corners - the glitter having come from sources I'd rather not disclose. Basically, the room looked lived in.

I pulled out the sketch book that North had sent for the party and opened t to an - as of yet - unused page. I grabbed a pencil and started sketching out the pictures floating in my mind. Rectangles and circles became people. Vague shapes and random lines became a castle and the landscape. And a squiggle became Shady's mane. I put the pencil away and whipped out my pen. I only use gel pens or marker tips, personal preference. I not-quite-so-quickly lined the drawing, adding detail as I went. When I was done I set it aside to wait for the ink to dry. Past experiences had taught me to wait a few minutes before erasing the pencil marks.

While I waited, I thought about how Shady had the speakers set up so she could listen to music. As much as I was a product of my age - being a tech nut as I was - I don't think I'd ever be able to bring myself to do that here. Would I love to have music playing in the Treehouse? Yes, definitely. Did I want to tech it up? Not really. I felt like, if I ran electricity up here, I'd be ruining it somehow. And the last thing I wanted was to ruin it. Everything I'd added to my house, had made it more into a home. The furniture from Annie - mismatched as it was. The flowers from Gaia. Hell, even the house itself courtesy of Mother freaking Nature. And my own artwork. Music would most definitely add to it for me, but I didn't want to risk the blasphemy I know I'd feel were I to run speakers through out the place.

_But electricity would mean being able to watch movies and stuff._ You know what? Shut up, inner voice. Sometimes it really got on my nerves. I shook my head and checked on the drawing, seeing that it was dry. I erased the pencil marks and set it back on the shelf. I wasn't quite in the mood to color it in. Actually, I was in the mood for a book. I had a new one that I'd snuck out of a donation bin somewhere. Hey, if someone's donated it, then they don't want it anymore. If I get to it before the company does, then no one is out anything. Everyone wins.

When I got to my library, I went to where the book now rested. Truth be told, I already knew some of what was in the book. Actually, I knew most of what was in the book. I'd read it years ago online, when it was a work in progress. Since then, the author had cleaned it up, fixed plot issues and continuity problems and had brought it to a publisher who okayed it. But that had all happened over a decade ago, which was why someone had donated it. I was just jazzed that I'd found it. I used to be the person who bought books from stores, thrift shops, and garage sales. Plus I went to the library and read stuff online. Problem now was, no one could see me, so I couldn't really buy any books. Which was why I resorted to sneaking them from donation bins.

I glanced around my library, noting that my collection had grown. If I smushed all my books together, they'd take up two cases, or so. However, they were spaced out and categorized according to genre and how much I enjoyed them. Series were together, incomplete series were in separate areas. Children's books were together. My old favorites were all together, dog-eared and falling apart. Yeah, just like with my studio, my system made sense to me, but not to anyone else. Where other people sort in alphabetical order, I go by my gut. Where others sort by date, I sort by how often I go back for the item. And I know where everything is. Usually.

I sat down in one of the comfier chairs and pulled my feet up. Essentially, I was curling up with a good book. I set it in my lap, smiling at the title, which was slightly different from the one I'd known online. I loved learning about people who got their stories published. Especially when I knew them when. None of my believers had as much luck yet. You know, hitting it big-time. Mosy's had, though. A lot of them, though most of her bit hits were just people she mused. I wasn't worried. My guys would do what made them happy, and that was all I wanted. I wasn't in the business of making big name authors. I was just trying to make sure that stories didn't die off.

So far, I'd say I was successful. If the book in my hands was any indication. If my library was. Well, a library full of books will always be more impressive than a tablet or kindle with downloaded books any day. Besides, books had been around for hundreds of years. Technology wasn't about to snuff them out if I had anything to say about it. And believe me, I definitely had something to say.

Anyway, I cracked open the book and spent the next few hours reading nonstop. No fiery projectiles threatened the sanctity of my home, thankfully. But mist crept across the floor, faint music could be heard, and the smell of a far off forest permeated the room. I swear, if I could see myself read, I'd wonder how the room changed, I really would. But I couldn't pull myself out of a story even if I wanted to. Every once in a while, though, if I managed to stop abruptly, I could catch a minute of change before everything settled back to normal. I felt like the Pagemaster sometimes.

The thought of Fantasy, Adventure and Horror running around my house made me giggle. Horror was so adorable, Adventure was such a walking cliché, and Fantasy was so street. That might have been the first movie that taught me, truly, what it was to not judge a book by it's cover. Literally. I still did though, often. Though for me it was more of the spine that caught my eye. Either a color or the font. The title or the thickness. And call me picky, but I've always had a soft spot for books whose pages were uneven. The ones that had that old timey look to them.

This wasn't one of them. Nope, this book was just plain old regular book. With wonderful words. Beautiful, wonderful words. Even disregarding the fact that, with me reading it, magic _did_ happen, the book was still magical. I got to the last chapter, the last page. I read the happy ending and smiled. This book wasn't a trilogy or a series, it was a stand alone. But it was still a good story. I closed it and sat with my eyes closed, waiting for the mist to dissipate, the smell to revert to normal, and for the music to fade. Once it did, an unknown amount of time later, I got up and placed the book back in it's place on the shelf.

I raised my arms above my head, stretching. I was still a little sore from my training with Shady. I glanced outside the window, noticing that it was just past sunset now. _Time sure does fly when you're reading a good book._ I smiled to myself as I walked downstairs and out onto the porch. I leaned against the railing and craned my neck to get a better look at the spectacularly colored sky. I'm not sure what it was, but the sunsets here were gorgeous beyond measure. Way prettier than the ones I grew up with, that was for sure.

Against my will and without warning, I yawned. Long and hard. _Man, Shady's training must have beaten me harder than I thought._ I'd slept right before heading over to her, and I was tired already? _Oh well. You can never get enough sleep._ I shrugged, still yawning. I became increasingly tired as I walked up the stairs to my bedroom, to the point that I'd barely flopped into bed when I conked out.


	27. A Night Out

"Stop laughing!" Artie, Dollie, Goliath, Sunny and Mors were all laughing at the giant bruises on my face still unhealed from Shady's kick. It had now been a week since training had stopped and about half of the bruises were lingering around. _Half._ They didn't hurt anymore, but they sure were prominent. And by that, I meant ugly. So I'm a little vain, sue me.

Anyway, I was at Legends and the second everyone had seen my face, they'd started laughing. And they still hadn't stopped even though I'd been there for half an hour already. Everyone knew that Shady didn't go soft on people, though she did hold back on beginners. Yep, that had been her holding back.

The only people on my side in this were Gaia and Shady. Gaia because she was such a pacifist that I don't know how she kept up that ongoing anger of hers for the spirit of summer. Shady because I'd 'shown promise' when I'd managed to knock her down. Mors, Artie and Goliath at least had enough decency to look apologetic for their laughter. Dollie and Sunny... not so much.

Gaia swatted Sunny on his arm - she couldn't reach his shoulder. "Stop it!" She glared at him until he stopped outright laughing. Though he still wouldn't stop smiling about it. I narrowed my eyes at him and he shrugged like nothing was wrong. _I still don't like you, you know._ He was starting to grow on me. By now I'd realized just how hard it was to keep him from free drinks. It was really, _really_ freaking hard. But I still didn't like him. It isn't all that hard to say no, and I understand not wanting to, but you should know when it's in your best interests _to_ say no.

"Really guys, you should have seen 'er. She actually knocked me off my feet. Literally." The club wasn't open yet, not officially. There were a few people hanging around who came out early, but most of them would start showing up within the next hour or so. All the staff usually hung out at the bar beforehand. And when I showed up during the off hours, I did too.

"There's no way. Sorry, Story, but there's just no possible way that you managed to beat Shady." Goliath rumbled from the back.

"I didn't say she beat me, I said she knocked me down." Shady was acting like a proud parent. Which, considering she'd only been my teacher for a week, was a little big-headed of her.

"Well I still don't believe a word of it." He turned around and went back to setting up his station. He was bartending tonight and Shady was the bouncer.

"This coming from the guy who was beaten by someone half his size." I smirked at him.

"Hey, I wasn't thinking straight!" Everyone chuckled at his excuse, no matter how true it was. I was just happy that the focus had shifted away from my face and the bruises covering it. He waved us off and promptly ignored us from then on.

I turned to Artie, who was still chuckling mildly and staring after Goliath. "Hey, thanks by the way." He turned around to face me, eyebrows up. "For the bracers. Thanks to you, my arms were the only part of me that escaped bruising."

He shrugged. "Not a problem. I've trained with Shady before, so I know that she rewards her pupils with armor. But I guessed that you'd never really been in a fight before, and so I got you those right off the bat. And, I assume I guessed correctly?"

"Yes, yes you did. Thank you, my friend. I very much appreciate you helping me cheat the system."

"Hey!" Shady whipped her head around at me, but there was a smile on her face. The front door creaked - a sound that could only be heard when there were less than twenty people in the club - and Shady glanced at it. "Well, fellas. That would be my cue to man my station." She pushed herself away from the bar, walking backwards as she spoke. "I'll talk to ya later!" With that, she turned around and went straight for the front door to let in the patrons. The only reason there was a bouncer at all was if there ever _was_ a fight. And one that Annie couldn't calm, for that matter. Also, so that no one snuck in a mortal or so that a mortal didn't sneak in of their own accord. No mortals. That rule was firm and always would be.

None of us had anything against mortals, believe me, we're all incredibly grateful for mortals, especially our believers. It's just that, no mortal, no matter how great they were, could believe in _every single_ one of us. Not even close, there were way too many. So, even if any of us were to bring our believers with us, they wouldn't see the majority of the club, even if they did believe in a lot of us. So, to avoid walkthroughs and general confusion, mortals were banned. We all knew it and so it was a rare day that someone even _tried_ to bring a mortal here. But still, there was always a bouncer on duty anyway, just in case.

Mors was leaning against the bar, blocking as much of it subtly from Sunny as he/she could. Gaia was also standing between him and the barricade for the alcohol. They were playing tonight. All of the bartenders knew not to serve Sunny drinks outright, but the other customers snuck them to him. _Damn, enablers._ Sunny didn't seem to notice the blockade of bodies, or even the bar. Well, he wasn't out to get drunk off his ass by his own accord anyway. He just never said no to a free drink.

He did, however, notice my eyeing him and the bar. He raised an eyebrow at me. "What?"

"Nothing." Mors knew exactly what, and smirked at me. I ignored it. I wasn't about to be responsible for Sunny's first drink of the night. No way in hell. So I kept my mouth shut tight.

Dollie wandered off to wait on the tables that already had people seated. Artie and Goliath were getting ready for opening. Before long, the last member of the band showed up - along with his other friends - and the band converged on the stage to get set up. I was left alone in my seat. Not that I minded, I didn't. I was free to watch the comings and goings of the other costumers. Which was plenty entertaining, believe you me.

It didn't matter how many years I'd been coming to Legends, and it didn't matter how many different immortals and immortal creatures I'd met. The sheer variety of people was entertaining. To me anyway. From creatures whose necks stretched to miles long, to ones whose heads popped right off their bodies with no repercussions. From centaurs to minotaurs. From malicious fairies to benevolent ones. From those who were known in ancient times as gods to those who were as unknown as myself. Skin and hair in every color of the spectrum. Sizes and shapes as varied as there are languages. Seriously, even coming alone when everyone else was busy, I still got my fill of awesome.

So yeah, an hour later, the club was in full swing and full to bursting. You know, the usual. My primo spot at the bar let me see nearly everyone at least once, when they came up for drinks anyway. There were actually more of us than you'd think that abstained from alcohol altogether. I mean, when you need a crap ton of alcohol to get drunk in the first place and when there's no long lasting side-effects, you tend to go buck-wild. Well, most of us needed a crap ton of alcohol, some of us - Mors - had one drink and were completely plastered. Once more I wondered what kind of drunk I'd be. On a scale of Sam to Mors, I was expecting way south of Sunny. But, all I did know was, a drunk mouth speaks a sober mind, so there was no telling how crazy I may or may not get. I always sort of expected for me to get louder and crazier.

Tonight, however, I was very excited. Even more so than usual when I ventured out into the club scene. Tonight, Annie was doing something that the club didn't do often. I know because this was the first time they'd done it in all the time I'd been coming here. Tonight, was karaoke night. Or open mike night, if you wanted to call it that. Now, supposedly, the reason they didn't do it often was that things got crazy. However, after seeing Mors drunk, I don't know if I could see Legends any crazier. I didn't think it could _get_ crazier. I mean, Jack had made a slide that grown ass people were sliding down and crashing into things. I highly doubted that anything could top that.

But, having been singing since before I can remember, karaoke night is like Christmas for me. I'd always wanted to audition for American Idol or America's Got Talent or, better yet, The Voice. I'd died before I got the chance. I knew I had the pipes, I just never got around to it. But boy did I love karaoke. I even had my own karaoke machine when I was little. I also had a toy microphone that I'd kept far beyond the day it stopped working. It was a better prop than a hairbrush, let me tell you. And, unlike many people, I've never had stage-fright. And unlike many of those who brave karaoke, I didn't need a drink first. The band was still set up so that there was music in between the brave ones, but tonight the jukebox was off limits, because of the theme.

But yes, tonight I was in my element. And I didn't intend to hog the stage either. I can share. Actually, I was interested in seeing the other immortals up on stage. To be completely honest, I was more excited to see them than I was to be singing myself. If you can believe me. Also, it would be a nice change of pace from Sunny and his ego. However, if the lineup was any indication, there was gonna be an ego war tonight. There were some big name immortals on the sign-up list. Yes, you had to sign up for it, though you could also crash the party and just hop on in between people if you wanted to.

If one thing about Legends was true, it was that they were only official when they needed to be. From the minimal rules, to the way everything was run. Annie trusted everyone to fend for themselves, and so they did. Basically everyone was on their own until they needed help. There were lots of times when I'd been there that some of the patrons jumped in to help. I wont lie, I'd helped out too. This place wasn't just Annie's. Yes she was the owner, and without her this place never would have existed, but Legends was a safe haven for all immortals. It was the only place where we never had to worry about non-believers. It was the only place where we could forget that to most of the world, we didn't exist. Here, we were as real as anyone outside on the street. As confident as we all were, someone walking through you as if you were insubstantial can wreck anyone. For that reason alone, no one wanted to see Legends fail.

But no one ever really brought that up. It was just an unspoken truth that everyone was aware of. That's also why fights didn't break out more often. It doesn't matter how strong of a rule it is that says no fighting, people are still gonna fight at clubs. Especially drunk people. But, in the club, we were all equal - to an extent. Annie was the law here, yes, and many people had egos that told them that they were better than the rest of us - Sunny - but we all knew we were on level ground, so there was no need to prove anything by fighting. That's not to say there weren't drinking contests. But that's another story for another day.

The club had been officially open for about an hour when the band took their first break for open mike hour. I wasn't going right off the bat, I was ready to just enjoy myself first. But a few minutes after Sunny and co left the stage, the lead guitarist came up to the bar to get drinks. He ended up stopping right next to me and I was once again reassured of my assumption that he and Sunny were cut from the same cloth. He slapped the bar-top loudly. "Hey, Artie! I need a round for the band!" He had a faint French accent that I could only place because who _doesn't_ know a French accent when they hear one?

Artie came over to the guitarist and eyed him skeptically, though underneath the skepticism, there was resignation. Yep, this guy was definitely in the same ball park as Sunny. "What do you guys need?" He pointed at him warningly. "And don't even try asking, I'm not serving you any alcohol."

The guitarist shrugged in a bemused way. "What do you take me for? Of course not." Artie raised an eyebrow at him and he dropped the act. "Alright, fine. Lemonade for Gaia, Sprite for Mors, and two waters for Sunny and me."

"Coming right up." Artie went back to his station to get the drinks poured and Mr. Guitar Man turned to me, a smolder on his face.

Inwardly I rolled my eyes. _Here we go again! At least this one's not drunk and understands no._ "Why hello there, miss."

I put a polite smile on my face. "Hello." Hey, I still wasn't good at rejecting people, okay? Honestly, if I wasn't worried about seeing him every time I came to Legends in the future, I'd have shot him the Jenna Marbles face.

"I don't believe we've had the pleasure of being introduced. You know all of the other band members and I have seen you around, but I don't know your name. May I ask it?" Well, he was being more polite than Sunny, that was for sure.

"Story. And you are?"

He held out his hand and I met it in a shake. He grinned at me again. "Porthos."

I won't lie, I did a double take. "Wait a minute. You aren't who I think you are, are you?"

"Well, my dear, that depends on who you think I am." His smile was only slightly smug, and he was still more polite than Sunny.

"You wouldn't happen to be a Musketeer, would you? You know, Athos, Porthos, Aremis, d'Artagnan."

"Then you would be correct. I have no doubt that you've seen Aremis running around here as a busboy most nights." He chuckled and glanced at the table that Sunny, Mors and Gaia occupied.

So _that's_ who that waiter was. Well, no wonder they were such good buddies! _Holy crap! The freaking Three Musketeers!_ My jaw was hanging, a fact that, the moment I registered it, I remedied by shutting my mouth. "Uh, yeah, I've seen him." _Holy freaking shit, Porthos the pirate..._

He noticed my general air of star-struck and rolled his eyes. "Oh god, your not going to fangirl on me are you?"

"What?!" I was offended by that! I may be an unabashed fangirl, and everyone may know it, but when in public, I keep my inner fangirl restrained. Unless someone brings up one of my fandoms in conversation, then the beast is unleashed. "Okay, first off," I propped my elbow on the bar and pointed at him warningly. "I do not fangirl unless provoked." He chuckled at that and leaned against the bar, smirking. "Secondly, I'm gonna stop you right there. Sunny already tried on me buddy, and flattery don't charge these batteries." At least not when coming from someone with an arrogance problem, which he did have, from what I'd seen.

He just stared at me for a second, and I wondered if I'd actually thrown him off course. _Did I just reject someone in a proper manner?_ I waited for a response from him. What I got was not what I expected. He laughed. Like full bodied laughter, complete with wiping tears from his eyes. "Oh, Sunny was right, you are something."

Artie set down a tray with the band's drinks on it, silently taking in the laughing Musketeer. "Order's up."

"Thanks." He turned and picked up the tray, before addressing me again. "It was nice to meet you, Story. Don't worry, I, unlike my luminous friend, understand that no means no. Don't be a stranger." With that, he left, true to his word.

As I watched Porthos disappear into the crowd and reappear alongside his band mates, Artie watched me in bemusement. "So, you've met Porthos, have you? What did you think of him?"

"Well, I will say with complete confidence that I prefer him to Sunny." I picked up my drink and took a swig, mumbling to myself. "At least _he_ didn't start a fight."

"Oh, you're _still_ holding that over Sunny's head?" I shot him a look. "Really, he's not that bad, he just get's worse when he's drunk."

"It's the fact that he _gets_ drunk, and _how_ he gets drunk that I hold against him. No isn't a hard word to say. Two letters, one syllable. N O, it's that simple."

He sighed, bracing his arms against his side of the bar. "Cut him some slack will you? I don't know why he refuses to say no, but I do know that it's important enough to him that the only person he will accept no from is Gaia. So I respect that."

"Wait, he listens to Gaia when she tells him no?" Artie nodded. "Why? Is that why he's told her the reason?"

He chuckled and pulled up some more glasses from the shelves behind him. "No. Gaia and Sunny are related, didn't you know that?"

"What?!" Those two were related? By blood? They looked nothing alike, acted completely different. _What the fuck man!_

"Yeah, Gaia is Sunny's many times great-granddaughter. Those two are as close as if there weren't all those 'greats' in there at all." He moved to take an order from some chick dressed all in leather who'd been calling his name for a minute. I glanced towards the band's table, eyes jumping from Sunny to Gaia. _No freaking way..._

_-_

Two hours later, I'd learned just which immortals were brave and couldn't sing. And I mean _could not sing_. I was willing to bet dying whales would sound more pleasant than some of these guys. Ye-owch! But hey, at least they were having fun. Some of them a little too much if the way they staggered on and off the stage was any indication.

There were only three more people scheduled before me, and I was rearing to go. I had my song picked out - which was an ordeal in and of itself, believe you me. When you've memorized a few thousands of songs, and love them all equally, it's pretty hard to choose. But I just thought back on my old favorites that have withstood the test of time. By which I mean, since the day I heard them, I've never once gotten tired of any of them. But once I did that, it was a no brainer.

Gaia came over to me where I was waiting near the jukebox. She gave me a smile. "Are you nervous?"

I raised an eyebrow at her. "Nervous? Me? You _have_ met me right?"

She giggled and one of the flowers that were ever present in her hair fell to the floor, not that she noticed. "I didn't think you would be." She turned to glance at the immortal on the stage now, a girl with a creamy skin tone and straight black hair. "Shiba's great isn't she?"

I raised my eyebrows and took another look at the woman. "As in the _Queen_ of Shiba?" Gaia nodded. "Yeah, she's great." She was singing Halestorm's 'Here's to Us', a song I was definitely familiar with. It had actually been on my list of contenders. I wasn't worried though, I highly doubted anyone was gonna steal my song.

Gaia turned her face towards me, though her eyes didn't leave the stage. "So what song are you singing?" She tapped her foot along to the beat and I noticed, not for the first time, her barefoot-sandals.

"'Miss Movin On' by Fifth Harmony." I'd loved that song. I know it was about moving on from a boyfriend, but I'd always taken it in a different light. I'd done the ultimate moving on when I'd become immortal. The song was much more powerful when I thought of it that way - and I couldn't think of it any other way.

"Wasn't that a girl group in the 2010's?" I nodded. "They broke up, what, seventeen years ago?"

"Yep. In my mind, I don't care who sings it, so long as I like the song." Shiba finished, took a bow and walked off the stage clearheaded and sober - or at least, that's what it looked like. The next immortal walked up, a huldra by the look of her back. She took off on some jazz song that I could neither place nor name. "Any idea who's before me?"

"Uh..." Gaia's eyes roved the room before landing on some girl sitting near the stage. "Her." She pointed her out to me, a strawberry-blonde wearing a bright red, strapless dress. "That's Aphrodite."

"Goddess of love?"

"That's the one." Aphrodite noticed us watching her and Gaia waved. The love goddess winked and blew a kiss at us. I fought back the urge to roll my eyes. Gaia giggled and crossed her arms. "Don't let her wardrobe and behavior fool you, she's celibate." She looked over her shoulder at me. "She believes that people in love can't think straight, so, in order to do her job, she abstains from relationships. She's still a huge flirt." She shrugged. "But, I guess you can't help it when you're known the world over as a goddess of love."

The huldra finished and Aphrodite strolled gracefully onto the stage. _Oh, great, I have to go on after a graceful immortal. Lucky me. _The strawberry-blonde stepped up to the microphone and smiled out at the club. "Hello everyone." There were a few whistles in the crowd, one distinctly from a certain glowing immortal. _On my god_. I swear, if her voice was any more seductive, she'd be living at the playboy mansion. "I'm going to be singing a song called 'Miss Moving On'. I hope you like it."

My jaw was almost hitting the floor. _What. Did. She. Say?_ Gaia saw very clearly the expression on my face, and she knew it meant trouble. "Story, calm down. Just pick another song."

"Pick another song?! I go on next!" _That bitch stole my song! I'm gonna kick her ass._ Inwardly, I sighed. Even inner voice wasn't fooled, I wasn't gonna do shit and I knew it. What made it worse was that Aphrodite had an amazing voice. _Confidence falling. Pride wounded. World shattered._

"Well, isn't there another song you like more? I know you know more than one."

"Of course I know more than one, what kind of spirit of stories would I be if I didn't?" I glanced at the crowd. They were completely under her spell. _Damn it!_ "The problem is, most of them are slower songs. Everyone want's something fun to dance to. Something to keep the party going."

"So what? You don't care what people think anyway." I shot her a look. "Come on. Life is about taking chances!"

I paused. _Life is about taking chances... That's it!_ "Gaia, I could kiss you!"

She had a bemused smile on her face. "Why?"

"I know what song I'm singing. Life's about taking chances, right?"

"Absolutely!"

Meanwhile, up on stage, Aphrodite was killing it. She was putting her heart and soul into the performance, which was saying something considering she didn't move a muscle. But I didn't care. _I can't believe I didn't think of this one first!_ My new song was one that came out in the year 2000. From the day I first heard it on the radio at six years old, I'd been in love with it. It was a song I'd lived my life by without even realizing it. And it was country to boot, my lifeblood!

"Yeah, I'm movin' on!" On the stage, Aphrodite had finished her song and descended the steps. I walked past her without saying anything. I wasn't even mad about the song thing anymore. I mean, it wasn't her fault. However, she didn't have the same idea of silence as I did. She lightly touched my forearm to catch my attention as we passed each other. "Good luck." She flashed me a smile.

_Like I need it. _I smiled back. "Thanks, you were amazing." She smiled, graciously accepting the compliment and descended the stairs, leaving me to the stage. I walked to the mike and glanced around at the crowd, which was loud and a bit rowdy. I smiled with confidence. "Hey everyone. I'm gonna slow things down a little with a song called 'I Hope You Dance'." I closed my eyes and, in my mind, the music started. The violin and guitar playing together like dream children would. I smiled again, to myself, before I began singing.

_"I hope you never loose your sense of wonder  
>You get your fill to eat, but always keep that hunger<br>May you never take one single breath for granted  
>God forbid love ever leave you empty handed.<br>I hope you still feel small when you stand beside the ocean  
>Whenever one door closes, I hope one more opens<br>Promise me that you'll give faith a fighting chance  
>And when you get the choice to sit it out or dance,<br>I hope you dance!"_

The club didn't exist. I couldn't see anyone or hear anyone. All I could hear was the music. All I could see was everything worthwhile I'd gotten so far in my life. At that moment, I didn't care if everyone hated my voice - though I knew they wouldn't - right then, the _only_ thing that mattered, was the music. Sometimes, that's enough.

_"I hope you never fear those mountains in the distance  
>Never settle for the path of least resistance<br>Living might mean taking chances, but they're worth taking  
>Loving might be a mistake, but it's worth making.<br>Don't let some hell-bent heart leave you bitter  
>When you come close to selling out, reconsider<br>Give the heavens above more than just a passing glance  
>And when you get the choice to sit it out or dance,<br>I hope you dance!"_

I will never loose my sense of wonder, I will never take a breath for granted, I will never settle for the easy road, I will never stop living by taking chances. This song had touched my soul back when I first heard it, and it was never going to leave. I refuse to let it.

"_I hope you still feel small when you stand beside the ocean  
>Whenever one door closes, I hope one more opens<br>Promise me that you'll give faith a fighting chance  
>And when you get the choice to sit it out or dance,"<em>

The club was dead silent, I was conscious enough to know that. In that one moment, the moment where the music stops and the singer pauses for breath, everything was still.  
><em><br>"Dance! I hope you dance!  
>I hope you dance! I hope you dance!<br>I hope you dance! I hope you dance!"_

Slowly, I came back to consciousness. My eyes focused on the faces of the people in the crowd, my ears readjusted to the sounds of life, and the music faded away. I walked off the stage, knowing it was someone else's turn in the spotlight, not caring about any reaction or lack there of I may or may not get. I'd been reacquainted with my way of living. No one else's opinion mattered. Not then, not ever. _Well, maybe someday._

I walked back to my seat at the bar, not paying attention to anyone on the way. When I got there, Artie was AWOL, probably taking dishes back to Lil. Goliath came over to me though. "You were great!"

I smiled at him. "Thanks. I was actually gonna sing the song that Aphrodite did, but, well, you know."

He waved it off. "You sang the right song, don't worry about it." He handed out a few drinks before turning to me again. "Lots of people agree with me, if that cheering was anything."

"There was cheering?" Had I been _that_ out of it that I didn't hear any of it? "Seriously?"

"Well, yeah. But there were a lot of weird looks too." I raised an eyebrow, wondering why there would have been looks. "You know, because of your bruise." He gestured towards his face, pointing out that _my_ face was still half purple.

"Oh, that. Yeah, won't lie, I actually forgot for a minute there." I giggled sheepishly. _Whoops. _That also meant that my face was bruised when I'd been talking to Porthos. _Oh well, too late now._

Goliath shrugged in a 'what are you gonna do' way and glanced over my shoulder. "Incoming." He retreated to the other end of the bar and I turned around to see what he was talking about.

Making his way towards the alcohol, was Mr. Never Say No himself. Luckily, he still looked sober. But he was still headed this way. I shifted in my seat, ready to bar him from the bar, if the need arose. When he stopped next to me, he ignored me at first, instead shouting to Goliath. "Hey, Gol! Time for our round two!"

"Yeah, yeah." Goliath waved him off, but started getting the drinks anyway.

Once Goliath had turned away, Sunny finally deigned to notice me. By which I mean he turned a smolder on me at full force. "_You_, were amazing up there."

"Thanks. Coming from you, that really _is_ a compliment."

"You seem surprised."

"You don't."

He shrugged and sat on the stool next to me. "The way you walk around like you own the place made me think you must have the pipes to back it up."

I stared at him for a minute. "You know, I thought something similar when I first met you. You staggered up here like you were god and everyone should kneel at your feet. Then I heard you sing and it made up for it." I glanced away, then I realized what he'd said. "Wait. _I_ walk around like I own the place?"

He laughed. "See? We're not so different. We both walk the fine line between arrogant and confident."

"No, _I_ walk that line, _you_ often dive off into arrogance land just for shits and giggles. Usually when you're drunk."

He rolled his eyes. "You know, contrary to what you so obviously believe about me, I don't actually go out of my way to get rip roaring drunk."

"Yeah, I know. You don't believe in saying no. I've heard it from just about everybody."

"You say that like it's a bad thing." The look on his face was challenging, and I was never one to back down from a challenge.

I eyed him. "Look, Sunny, I'm all for saying yes. You can't live if you're always saying no." He thought he won, if his expression said anything, that is. "But sometimes, it's in your best interests to refuse. Especially when you know you should!"

I'd only once seen Sunny loose his cool, and that was the first night I met him. He usually strutted around with a confident smile that bordered on arrogant. But now, he was frowning and dead serious. He pointed a warning finger at me. "Listen here. I don't go around questioning _your_ way of life, so don't _you_ go around questioning mine. I swore to myself a long time ago that saying no carried too much weight. I haven't said no since and I haven't accepted it in all this time."

I was actually slightly worried. Sunny never got like this, at least, not while I was in the vicinity. For once, I kept my mouth shut. "I know what it outside. But you know what? I don't give a crap. No one knows what I've been through in my life except for me, so no one else has the right to tell me what I can and can't do."

"No one else, except for Gaia, right?" I had to know why. I understand the family thing, but even I wouldn't compromise my way of living for Caeden, Elizabeth, Tanya, or even Jack. I f I did that, then I wouldn't be the person they call family, or called in Caeden and Tanya's case. So I had to know why Sunny was willing to go against that for a relative so distant you probably couldn't speak there relation all in one breath.

Sunny, to his credit, didn't miss a beat in his response. "That's different. Gaia knows things about my past and I know things about hers. You, on the other hand, know nothing. You don't even have room to criticize me when I'm drunk."

"And why is that?"

"Because you've never had so much as one drink. Ever. In your entire life. And you know how I know? 'Cause you've told me as much. I might listen to you bitch and moan _after_ you've had some sort of alcohol. But, until then, you have no room to talk." He leaned over the bar. "Gol, those drinks done yet?"

I glared at Sunny. I mean, he had a point. I hadn't meant to piss him off, but pissed off he was. He was right, I didn't know anything about his past, but that was because he kept it under lock and key. I'm not saying that everyone should go around spilling their guts to every one and their brother, but you can't judge people for not knowing anything about you when you don't tell them anything. But, most people aren't as open about their pasts as I am. Most people value their secrets more than I do. However, that didn't give _him_ the right to tell me_ I_ had no right. _You know what? Screw this._ "Hey, Sunny?"

"What?" He still sounded irritated and he didn't look my way.

"You say you'll listen to my criticism once I've had a drink or two?"

"Yeah, whatever." He wasn't listening. However, at that moment, Goliath came back with the band's drinks. Before Sunny could grab the tray, and before Goliath could walk away, I smacked my hand down on the edge of the tray. Sunny finally glanced at me, then. "What the hell?"

Without taking my eyes off Sunny, I spoke to the giant. "Goliath, get me a margarita."

Goliath started laughing. Sunny was eyeing me in much the same way I had earlier in the night. "That's funny, Story. So what? You want a re-fill of your soda or something?"

I took my eyes off Sunny. "No, I want a margarita. That's what I said, that's what I want."

Goliath's eyes went wide. "Oh, you're serious. Um, okay. One margarita coming up." He ran off to start on my drink. It was a good thing Artie had come back a minute or two ago, because otherwise I may have lost my nerve. _Now, no talking like that, you!_

Sunny stared at me, a tiny smirk on his face. I stared right back. "After this, you're gonna have to start listening, buddy."

"Is that so? Well, we'll see then, won't we?" He sat there, smirking at me until Goliath came back with the drink.

When he set it down in front of me, he looked slightly worried. "Are you sure about this, Story? You've never been the type to drink."

"Yeah, I'm sure. It's the only way to get Lantern here to listen to anything I say." I stared at the glass, gingerly picking it up. I won't lie, I was nervous. Never in my life had I had anything alcoholic in it to drink. And that was saying something because my mom's family had been known to bust out Brandy Slush at each and every family gathering. I took a breath. _Now's as good a time as any to take my first drink. _"Besides, how bad can it be?" Without another thought, I brought the glass to my mouth and chugged it back.

I set the glass back on the counter and took in the stares of Goliath and Sunny. Goliath looked like he couldn't believe that I'd just done that, while Sunny looked far too excited for his own good. I remember Sunny saying, "This is gonna be good." Then... well, then everything sort of got a little fuzzy.


	28. Hangover From Hell

My head was pounding, I had no idea where I was, and I couldn't remember anything. What. The hell. Was going on. Thus far, upon my waking, my eyes had been squeezed shut. That's because any movement, even one so small as to twitch my eyelids open, sent a shooting pain through my head. My god, I'd never had a headache this bad in my life! I groaned a little and risked a sliver of sight with one eye. _Bad idea! Bad idea!_ The second I'd opened my eye, I'd been blinded by light. I immediately slapped my hand over my eyes and again groaned. Hitting my forehead _really_ hadn't helped my massive headache. Not at all.

With my eyes closed I tried to figure out where I was. It sort of smelled familiar, and what I could hear sounded familiar too. It was hard to focus with my head pounding the way it was, but I didn't think I was anywhere dangerous. I knew from the sounds that I wasn't at my place or in a big city. _That's one question down. Time for the next one._ How the hell had I gotten here? More importantly, what the hell had happened? The last thing I remembered was being at Legends. I remembered watching a black-haired woman sing Halestorm._ That was __Shiba__. Gaia told you._ Oh yeah. So, what happened after that? I attempted to concentrate, but my head hurt _way_ too much to be of any use just then.

_Alright, so I was at Legends... where am I now?_ I took my hand off my eyes and set it so it would be shading them from any overhead light. Then I slowly cracked the right one open the slightest bit. It was still bright, but by looking through my eyelashes, I managed to make out that I was in some sort of a bedroom. And not mine, for that matter, even though I sort of knew that already. I put my hand back where it had been and tried once again to figure out what had happened.

Before I could muster up some sort of answer, I heard footsteps below me. _Well, that means I'm upstairs somewhere._ Then I heard them on the stairs. They were loud. I groaned again and reached for something to pull over my head, hoping that I could drown out the noise. My hand closed on what I assumed was a blanket and I tugged it over my head, careful not to move my actual cranium too much. Then there was a knock on the door.

I didn't answer, not enough motivation too in any case. Whoever it was came into the room and closed the door behind them. A minute later, I heard some swooshing sounds and the room became exponentially darker. _Yay._ I dared to pull the blanket off of my face and squint again. I stared at the intruder in confusion. He smirked at me, leaning against the wall. "About time you woke up."

"Sam?" Talking hurt. Just that one word made my head pound again, and I groaned once more.

Sam chuckled lightly. "Wow, I really didn't expect you to be this bad. Even Mors has an easier morning than this." He moved closer and sat in the chair that was the only other piece of furniture in the room, except for a chest of drawers. "How you holding up?"

"Where am I?" I was laying on my back when I woke up. I gingerly turned onto my side, knowing from years as a mortal that I always felt better that way. Once I'd settled, I did feel a little better. Marginally, but still, better.

"My spare room. I'd have taken you to your place but I can't teleport other people and you definitely couldn't fly."

"What happened?" It came out more like a moan, but I really didn't feel like repeating myself just then.

"Well, from what I gathered... You got drunk off your ass in order to teach Sunny a lesson. It's a good thing I showed up when I did or you might have been stuck there."

"I did... what?" I started to shake my head but I soon realized that was a very bad idea and stopped. "No, that's not... possible. I don't drink. Alcohol. I don't... drink alcohol." Talking still hurt, and I could barely keep my mind on what I was saying with how hard my head was pounding. On top of that, my words either came out as moans, groans, or as a jumbled mess.

Sam chuckled again. "Really? Because when I found you, you smelled like you took a bath in a keg and you are currently slurring your words."

"I'm not... I'm talking in... cursive." I giggled a tiny bit at my joke. I'd always wanted to use that line but I'd never had the chance. But, Sam was right, I _was_ slurring my words. And giggling hadn't been a smart idea, because that made my head hurt too.

"Yep, you're definitely waking up some." He stood up, and the noise that the chair made as it slid back a little did _not_ feel good to my aching head. I grimaced, moaning. "Sorry. I'll make you the hangover cure that Mors uses. Be back in a minute."

"I'm not hung... over." My protest was as weak as my body.

"Yeah, sure. Just sit tight until I get back." He left the room and closed the door behind him. A moment later, I heard his footsteps on the stairs again and I clamped my hands over my ears. No way. No way was I hung-over. I don't drink, so there was no chance.

A figment of a memory drifted across my mind of the song 'I'm Shipping Up to Boston' playing and me standing on a table. _No, that can't be right._ It wasn't possible. Why would I drink? And if I had... _what _the hell had I had to drink?I picked at my shirt and pulled the hem close to my face. I took a sniff and almost puked. _Oh my god that's disgusting._ It smelled like a bar floor that hadn't been cleaned in years. Okay... maybe Sam was right.

I spent the next five or so minutes trying to remember the previous night, to no avail. The only memory I could recall was of me singing on stage and my run in with Aphrodite. Anything after that? Nope, nada, zilch. When Sam came back with a cup of something that neither smelled, nor looked, appetizing, I'd pretty much come to terms with the fact that I had, indeed, gotten drunk. Also that, of course, I'd gottten the hangover from hell for having done it.

"How bad was it?" Sam handed me the cup and I took it, reluctantly.

He looked at me confused. "What do you mean?"

"On a scale of you to Mors. How bad was it?" I sniffed at the drink and wrinkled my nose in disgust. There was no way I was drinking this.

"Oh. Well, if that's the scale we're using... I'd say - from what I saw - way past Sunny and giving Mors a run for his money." I groaned again, this time, it wasn't from my headache. "Drink it."

"What is it?" I eyed the greenish brown glop. "Polyjuice potion?"

Sam laughed at my joke. "No, but the ingredients aren't too far off." I grimaced again. I knew I was probably acting like the little kid that doesn't want to take their medicine, but I wasn't in the mood to care. "Drink. It."

I swallowed once, staring at the glop. _I really don't wanna do this._ My head took another shooting pain and I brought my free hand to it, groaning again. _Screw it, I'm done with this headache._ I held my breathe and started chugging the goop. I got most of the way through it before having to take a breathe. When I did, I finally tasted the complete nastiness of the slop. I almost choked. "Oh my god, that's so gross!" I grimaced at what was left in the bottom of the cup, held my breath again, and downed the last bit. After swallowing the last of it, I shuddered, trying to suppress my gag reflex. That was a feat in and of itself. "Are you trying to poison me?"

"No, actually, I'm trying to un-poison you. And by the way," He took the cup from me and replaced it with another. "That was only cup number one. And there's one more coming after this so either get it over with or deal with it."

I grimaced down at the slightly different colored glop. "You're sure this shit works?" I sniffed at it and, to my relief, it smelled slightly better than cup one. Not quite better really, but sort of fruity.

"Mors swears by it, and you know how hard he parties." Sam was watching me with a slight smirk.

I eyed him sideways. My head was still aching, but it did feel a teensy bit better, but it had after I'd woken a bit up anyway. _Maybe this stuff does work._ I downed the second cup and shuddered once again. "Eugh, what's in this anyway?"

"Believe me, you don't want to know." He took the second cup from me and held out another. "Last one, I promise."

I took it from him, determined to crush this headache. "So, have you ever had to use this miracle cure?" I started to chug this one, but it actually tasted okay, so I allowed myself to drink it slower.

"Not on myself, no. A few times on Jack, and once on Mors when he was so plastered that Shady couldn't get him to her place. That's actually when I learned it." He watched me drink the last of it, a mix of concern and laughter on his face. "I'll get you some water to wash it down if you want."

"No, I think I'm good." The last cup hadn't induced my gag reflex at all, so that was a plus. However, without warning, I let out a huge burp.

Sam started laughing. "That happens after the third one. Mors get's the hiccups, Jack burps."

I started to chuckle, but my head was still hurting, so I stopped and put my hand back to my head again. I groaned again. "Don't make me laugh, my head still hurts."

"Well, that's what you get for being as drunk as you were. Why'd you even do that, anyway?"

"Do what?" This was not good. What had I done while drunk? If that tabletop dance was any indication, I was a worse drunk that I _ever_ guessed at.

"Why'd you get drunk?"

"Oh." Well, now that I was done denying it, why _had_ I gotten drunk? I tried once again to remember anything after my song, and I got no further than walking through the crowd. "Don't remember."

"You will in a little bit, that's what the second round does. The first one wakes you up and the last kills the hangover." He shrugged. "You don't really need the second one, but I figured you'd rather know what went down than be in ignorant bliss."

"Whoever said ignorance is bliss only ever was ignorant because it's not. Ignorance sucks. So do hangovers for that matter." I winced as my head decided to remind me that I was, indeed, hung-over. "Sooo... how long until that last one kicks in?" Sam laughed. "Don't laugh at me!"

"Sorry, uh an hour or two. You're probably gonna feel better soon, and you won't be a hundred percent for about four or five hours, but about two or three hours from now the headache should be just a nagging thing at the back of your mind. In the mean time..." He looked over me, half slumped over on the bed. "You might wanna try and clean up a little, you still smell like a bar floor."

"Geez, aren't you a Casanova?" He was right, but I'd never admit it out loud. Especially not now as I was still in a shitty mood. "You know, telling a girl she smells, isn't gonna get you any brownie points."

"But you forget that I know you. And I'm pretty sure you've come to the same conclusion, from the way you are keeping your face away from your clothes and hair."

I shot him a stink-eye. "Oh shut up with the 'I told you so's will ya? I'm not in the mood."

Sam chuckled yet again as he rose from his seat. "Well, seeing as you're all set, I'll be downstairs in my workshop. Whenever you feel up to it you're free to come downstairs."

"I know my rights!" I glanced around the room, realizing something. "Hey, you didn't happen to grab my bag when you rescued me by any chance, did you?"

"Oh, yeah." He bent down and picked up said bag from the floor. "Here, though I can't say anything about the state of your things. I think something might have spilled in here -"

He didn't have a chance to finish his sentence because I'd snatched my bag out of his hands, all thoughts of my headache gone momentarily. At the mention of the possibility that my shit might not be in one piece, I'd freaked out. Not only were my spare clothes in there, but so was my most recent sketchbook and art supplies, as well as a notebook with parts of one of my stories. As soon as I opened the bag and the smell hit me, I knew that I was in for the worst. My bag, much like my clothes smelled like it had fallen into a barrel of beer. "No." I pulled out the clothes I'd had in there, which were damp and smelling strongly of alcohol. Those weren't my main priority just then, though.

I threw the soggy clothes onto the floor, having enough sense to keep them off the bedding. I glanced fearfully into the bottom of my bag and started pulling out the books. Both were soaked and smelling, and I wasn't even sure with what. I was crestfallen. I carefully opened the sketchbook and started flipping through the pages, my heart breaking as I realized that a good half of the drawings were ruined. The notebook wasn't much better off, the ink had smeared and bled, only the parts written in pencil having survived.

"I'm sorry, Story. It was like that when I found it." He _sounded_ sorry. Unlike when he'd been laughing at my being hung-over, he was completely sincere. Maybe it was the look on my face or the fact that he knew that this stuff meant a lot to me, either way, he meant it.

"No, no it's..." I sighed. "Okay. I mean, I remember most of the story, and it's not like it's the first time I've had to rewrite something, so..." I shrugged, eyeing my sketchbook remorsefully. "At least some of the drawings survived, and it wasn't a full one - or one of the one got from North." God, if it had been one of the sketchbooks I'd received from North I'd probably be crying. The quality of those books, along with the time and thought that he'd so obviously put into them, made them prizes. If either of them had been harmed in any way, I might just have lost it. I sighed again. "I'll get over it, I mean, there's not much I can do about it now." I glanced at the sodden pile of fabric on the floor. "Now I have to worry about what the hell I'm gonna wear, because I'm sure as hell not leaving this smelly crap on." I plucked at the shirt I was wearing, cringing as the smell wafted up at me.

"You can borrow some of mine."

I raised an eyebrow at Sam. "_You _have spare clothing. That _isn't_ a costume?" The only clothes I'd ever seen Sam wear were the ones currently on his body. Gray pants, black boots, white t-shirt, and brown vest. Anything else was a costume that he wore once or twice and that's it.

"Well, not pants, no, but I have a pretty good collection of band shirts." He shrugged. "I might have a pair of pants in my costume collection that you could wear, though."

I raised an eyebrow yet again. "You're being awfully nonchalant about this."

He turned away and started for the door. "I think we'd both be more comfortable if you were wearing clothes that didn't smell like the storeroom of Legends." He pulled the door open and shot his last sentence through the crack before he closed it behind him. "I'll try and find you something." I watched him leave, noting that, as he turned away, there'd been a faint pink color to his face.

I smiled to myself. Not a lot because, well, I still felt like I'd been run over by a steamroller. _It's a good thing Sam isn't like a lot of guys out there._ Then again, that was because Sam had over three hundred years to grow up and mature, unlike most who were still children when they were old and gray. I took another look at my damp things and sighed again. _What am I gonna do?_ I almost wanted to cry when I thought of the hours of work that had been erased with one spilled drink. Actually, when I thought about it - or smelled it - it was probably more than one drink that had spilled. I ran a hand through my hair and stared at the two books which I'd left open. "Guess I could try and salvage them." I sighed again and decided that now wasn't the time to worry about it. Or rather, not the place to worry about it.

I gathered up my things, as well as my bag. Slowly, and not quite steadily, I pulled myself off the bed. The moment I was standing, I almost wasn't. I nearly toppled over from the sudden onslaught of dizziness. And of course, my flailing and frantic grab at the bed happened to jerk my skull around just enough to send another shooting pain through it. _Of fucking course._

After leaning against the wall for a minute or two I felt steady enough to attempt to walk. Now, I can't say I walked in a straight line, but I did manage to make it to the top of the stairs without falling over. I then collapsed to the floor and proceeded to butt-scoot down the steps. There was no way I would make it down the stairs in one piece any other way. It took a good five minutes but I finally made it to Sam's living room with no further harm to my aching head. Seriously, the last time _stairs_ had been this much of an ordeal, I'd still been mortal and my blood sugar had been completely out of whack. I think it'd been 28 or something at the time. For those of you who don't know, that's very bad. Normal for someone my age - at the time - was 120, with 70 being considered low. So for it to have been 28, yeah it was a surprise I was still conscious and aware.

But I hadn't had to worry about my blood sugar in over twenty years. Nope, apparently, all I had to worry about now, was hangovers. _Fuck. My. Life._ I ended up sitting on the bottom step for a minute or two before mustering the strength to crawl to the bathroom. I dumped my things on the floor and staggered into the hallway. I headed for Sam's workshop, but upon entering and not seeing him anywhere, I figured that he must be in the costume tomb. I eyed the hallway, knowing full well that I was too lazy and too worn out to make it all the way over there. "Sam!"

"Yeah?" A moment after his reply, his head appeared out of the last doorway on the left. "Hey, you made it down the stairs without killing yourself. Congrats."

"Ha ha, you're so funny. Have you found me a change of clothes yet?"

"Attitude. That's no way to ask a friend to do something nice for you out of the kindness of his heart, now is it?" I glared at him as my response. "Still working on it. You gonna attempt a shower?"

"_Well_, I'm not taking a bath." I plopped to the floor, deciding that sitting was better. "You don't have a washer and dryer do you."

"Not the automatic kind. I hand-wash all my things, always have. Why?"

I frowned in a slightly exaggerated way. "But electronics are so much easier."

"That's what you get for growing up in the technological age." He grinned at me jokingly and dove back into the closet.

Under my breath, I mumbled, "Yeah, well _you_ grew up in the dark ages."

"I heard that." I winced. Sam didn't reappear, but I heard him fine. "And I did not grow up in the dark ages, I grew up in the age of enlightenment, actually."

"Tail end. I know my history, the age of enlightenment didn't start until you were probably in your teens."

"Smart ass." I heard him laughing and I smiled. Sam didn't cuss all that often, but you can't call someone a smart ass in a PG way.

He didn't say anything else, and the clothes I was wearing were really getting uncomfortable to be in. Plus my hair hadn't been this gross since I was mortal and I'd skipped one too many showers. I hoisted myself off of the floor and into the bathroom. "I'm taking a shower now. Fair warning, you probably wont have any hot water for a few hours... or days." Sam snorted, but didn't say anything.

I shut the door behind me. I went over and turned the water on so it would be at least warm by the time I stepped in, then I glanced in the mirror. "Yeesh!" I looked like Samara what's-her-face from The Ring... but worse. There were dark circles under my eyes - which really wasn't saying anything because underneath my eyes was usually dark anyway, but still - plus my eyes themselves were red rimmed. My hair was one giant matted, knotted mess that looked like something a cat would hack up. The makeup I'd applied in an attempt to hide the bruises on my face had smeared and partially worn off, so my skin looked like a streaky nightmare. And to top it off, my face had a nice yellow undertone from the bruises _finally_ starting to fade away... so yes, I looked exactly how my head felt.

_Good god... _I tell you, it's a good thing that Sam knows how to keep quiet about things or else I'd never live this down. Actually, come to think of it, I probably wouldn't live it down anyway if I knew any of my peers at all. And I did, I definitely did. I eyed my reflection again and grimaced. "Yeah, time to fix this." I peeled off the clothes I'd been wearing and tossed them onto the same pile as the ones that had been in my bag. And when I say peeled, I actually mean _peel_ed. They were actually stuck to my skin in some areas. Geez, who knew alcohol was so sticky? _Actually, that could be fruit juice, that's in some drinks, right?_ Oh yeah. Sometimes, inner voice could be a real smartass.

I stepped into the shower and, even though the noise really didn't help my headache, the water itself felt really good. A few minutes after stepping in, I heard music. Sam must have turned his radio on. He had a CD player/radio that he kept attuned to the local rock stations. Well, those, and one news station so he could keep a track of anything relevant. I was just happy he stuck to music today, because no way did I want to listen to a newscaster while I had the hangover from hell. Speaking of the land down underground, Highway to Hell began playing and I grinned.

Now, Sam was as tone-def as they come, but everyone sings in the confines of their own home. Sam did so now along with ACDC. I giggled a little. _Time to show him how it's done._ "I'm on the highway to hell! Highway to hell! I'm on the highway to hell! No stop signs, speed limits, nobody's gonna slow me down!" I wasn't singing as loud as I normally would have, but that was because if I had sung at my normal volume, I'd have killed my head what with the state it was currently in. I could almost see Sam rolling his eyes at me. For that matter, I could almost see Jack doing the same thing, if he'd been there.

A minute later I heard Sam knock on the door. "Hey, I found something that'll work for pants, plus a shirt for you. I'm gonna leave them outside the door."

"Thanks."

"And stop stealing my thunder."

I couldn't help laughing. I'd definitely called it. "When you learn how to sing then maybe I will."

"Oh, will you shut up? Remember that I'm the one who's not only letting you hole up here after your wild night out, but I'm also letting you borrow my shower, my clothes, and my spare room."

"Did I say thank you yet?"

He didn't say anything for a second, but when he spoke I could hear the smile in his voice. "You just did." I heard him walk away and that was that.

I knew a good portion of the songs that played during my shower and those that I knew, I sang as loud as my headache would allow. I count it a success that I didn't fall over while I was showering. I was in there for I don't know how long, but it was at least an hour, I did know that. By the time I climbed out, the mirror was fogged over and so was just about every other reflective surface. I went to the mirror and ran my hand across it to get some of the condensation off. What I could see of my reflection was a good sign.

"Well, looks like I'm more or less human now." My face was still half yellow from the bruise, but everything else had been washed away with the hot water. Even the dark circles were gone. Well, my skin always had bounced back quick... and dried quickly. For everything except injuries, my body never showed it's ailments for long. There were probably still tangles in my hair, but it was nothing a brush couldn't fix. And my headache was way less intense by now. _Sam was right, this hangover cure _does_ work fast._

I wrapped a towel around my hair and another around myself. I opened the door long enough to grab up the clothes that Sam had set outside of it. I dried myself off and pulled on the pants - which were made of some gray material that was actually really comfy and soft. I had to roll them a few times though, Sam wasn't really my height and all. I had to laugh when I saw the band that the shirt belonged to, simply because of the only one of their songs that I knew.

I picked up the pile of dirty clothes I'd left on the tiled floor only to see a dirty - and sticky - spot that they left. I used the towel that I'd dried myself with to clean it and added the towel to the pile. I wasn't going to make Sam clean up my messes, I was a big girl and I wasn't an invalid anymore so I could at least fend for myself. I left the towel in my hair as I stepped out of the bathroom amidst a cloud of steam. Goose bumps appeared on my arms as I was hit with the colder air of the rest of the house.

I shivered a little and glanced around, trying to gage where Sam was. Music was still coming from his workroom, maybe he was there. I peeked in and saw him at work on his costume. He was going as one of the Ninja Turtles, tough I didn't know which one. He hadn't made the weapons yet and there was no mask in sight, so I was as in the dark as the kids currently. Secretly, I hoped for Mikey... my favorite. Or Raph, because he's my second favorite. However, knowing Sam, he'd probably be going as Leo, because he was the role model type of the group. In my personal opinion, Leo is too perfect... which makes him annoying in my eyes.

"Thanks for the clothes."

He looked up upon hearing my voice. "Hey, look, you're human again."

"Hilarious. Nice choice in band shirt, though." I plucked at the Eve to Adam shirt I was now wearing.

He grinned slyly at me. "Hey, 'I am Immortal'."

"Yes we are." Both of us were laughing. I tell you, it felt so much better to be able to laugh without the hangover from hell roaring at me for doing so.

"Well, you seem better." Sam said when he finally stopped laughing. He went back to work of his costume, specifically, the shell.

"I _feel_ better." I took the spare seat in the workroom, the one that wasn't covered in bits of fabric and foam. "That stuff's amazing. What's in it?"

"I told you, you don't want to know." I stared at him, not accepting that as an answer. "Trust me, knowing what's in it is enough to make me think twice before I start drinking."

I paused. It was _that_ gross? "Well... what was in the third one? That one didn't taste too bad."

"Well, yeah, that one's got chocolate and oranges in it, among other, more unspeakable, things." He grimaced a little and went back to working on the shell.

After a minute I was done guessing. "Which one are you going as anyway?" He shot me a confused glance and I nodded at the shell.

"Oh, Leonardo." I snorted. "What?"

I shook my head. "I figured you were going as him." Sam rolled his eyes but didn't say anything further. I sat and watched him work on the shell for a while after that. Slowly, the memories of Friday night came back to me.

After the first drink, when I started to forget everything, I had the thought that I should try one of everything. I almost succeeded in that endeavor, I'm ashamed to say. Sunny drank right along with me, I'm also ashamed to say. Most of the night he basically kept up a steady stream of 'I told you so's whenever either of us got another drink easily.

Not too long after drink number six - I think it was number six - I started going crazy. By crazy I mean dancing on tables - and the stage and the bar top- getting far louder than I usually was, and basically making a fool of myself. However, one good thing about all of it was that when I got back on stage to sing a few times, I wasn't any worse than usual, just more clumsy. A lot more clumsy.

Another good thing was that the experience proved that I had good friends. And I don't just mean Sam for rescuing me. I mean Gaia and Mors and Shady and everyone else. They tried to keep drinks from me too, until I told them what I was doing and told them to stop and to let me do it. They tried to keep others from judging me for it too. As well as trying to keep me from making too big of a fool of myself. I really had to thank them when I saw them the next time.

But yeah, all in all, Sam hadn't been far off when he'd described my behavior as giving Mors a run for his/her money. I'm also ashamed to say that, when Sam showed up, I was indeed making a fool of myself. I was up on stage, singing, and Gaia and Mors intercepted him to attempt to tell him what was going on. The second I was off the stage he had a hold of me and was hauling me out the doors. _He _kept up a steady stream of 'what the hell are you thinking' and 'I thought you had more sense than this' as he karted me to the nearest bus heading towards Salem.

During the ride was when I finally passed out - the first time. I woke up again while he was carrying me down his street. He had me slung over his shoulder and had ceased in his berating of me. It was probably about four in the morning by then, so no one was outside to see us. I started babbling again as he carried me up to his spare room and threw me onto the bed. He tossed my bag down to the floor and locked the door behind him when he left the room. Not long after that I passed out for the second time.

I grimaced at how unruly I had been and at how much crap my friends had put up with. Sam noticed the grimace. "What's the matter?"

"Huh?" I hadn't realized that I'd been making a face. "Oh. Uh... I remember last night."

"You mean Friday night. It's Sunday."

"Whatever, I remember how much of an ass I was. Sorry, by the way." I grimaced again, thinking back on it. Had I lost all semblance of self control or something?

"Ah, don't worry about it. No one's themselves when they're drunk." He waved it off, literally. "So, did you manage to 'teach Sunny a lesson' like you were trying to?"

"I'll know when I talk to him."

"What were you trying to do anyway? Gaia and Mors were pretty vague about the whole thing."

I shook my head. "Sunny made some comment that I couldn't say anything about him being drunk when I'd never had the experience myself, so I decided to remedy that."

Sam paused in his work and turned to me with a hard to read expression. After opening and closing his mouth a few times, he finally found whatever words he wanted to use. "Was it worth it?"

I hesitated. _Was_ it worth it? I'd made an idiot of myself, gotten the hangover from hell, basically told Sunny that he was right... and I still didn't know if Sunny would listen to me now or even what his reason behind never saying no was. "I don't know. But it's done with now."

He rolled his eyes and turned back to his costume. "You and Sunny are _too_ much alike. He doesn't believe in no, you don't believe in regret."

"Well, I can't change anything so I might as well be happy with it, or proud even. Why regret the past?" It's always been my philosophy that regret solves nothing. Besides, everything I've ever done was, at some point, exactly what I wanted, so there's no reason to regret it. If you regret doing what you wanted, then you'll regret your entire life. I may as well look back with fondness. Most of the time anyway.

Sam didn't say anything for a minute, and I thought he was done. Besides, my question had been rhetorical. But, without looking up, he answered anyway. "Some of us aren't quite as proud of our past decisions or actions as you are." He didn't say anything after that, but the way he said it made me think he was talking about himself. Part of me wanted to ask him what he meant, try and get him to talk about it, but knowing him, this was probably one of those off-limits topics. He may have brought it up, but he wouldn't be telling me everything. Not that day anyway.

So I let it rest. _Might as well change the subject._ After a minute I stood up, shifting the strongly smelling bundle in my arms. "Alright, then. I'll be back in a while."

"Where are you going?"

"To find a Laundromat that's open and add my clothes to someone's wash." I stepped out into the hallway as I spoke.

Before I was out of eyesight, Sam rolled his eyes and snorted. "Have fun." He shouted it at me from where he sat, as I was already in the living room.

"Likewise." I shouted it over my shoulder as I stepped outside into the afternoon light.


	29. The Plot Thickens

Salem was old fashioned enough to not have any Laundromats open on a Sunday. I had to fly all the way to New Jersey to find one that was open. After sneaking my things into someone else's wash, I passed the time by trying to salvage my sketchbook. I painstakingly peeled each page apart one by one. It took a little while, but, by the time the lady was throwing her clothes - and mine - into the dryer, I'd saved all the pages in the sketchbook that could be saved. I didn't bother to try too hard with the notebook. I just made sure that the pages whose writing had survived was accessible. After that I basically said fuck it. Not much later, the clothes were dry and the lady was folding them.

I'd chosen an older woman, one who obviously had vision problems. Don't blame me. I knew that they'd become visible during the wash and I didn't want to run the risk of someone noticing my things. So an old lady who could barely see six inches from her nose was perfect. While she was busy folding her own clothes, I snatched mine out of the basket and snuck out the door.

It wasn't quite sunset yet, but it was getting pretty close. Maybe another half hour before the sky started looking like a watercolor palette had spilled across it. I tucked my things into my now clean bag before slinging it over my shoulder. Do you ever take clothes fresh out of the dryer, like right after it finishes? They smell amazing and they're _so_ freaking warm. My shower coupled with the newly clean set of clothing in my bag made me feel cleaner than I had in a while, especially in comparison to how I'd woken up that morning. Or... afternoon.

I hadn't spent much time in New Jersey since becoming immortal, no real need to in my opinion. Honestly, the only thing that had ever intrigued me about the entire state was Hoboken. Or, more specifically, Carlo's Bakery. Aside from Buddy Valastro's baked goods - cannolis! - I'd thought there was nothing cool in Jersey. Then again, I was one of the people who had a complete distaste for 'Jersey Shore'. I had no desire to be faced with 500 Snookies. I may have changed my mind about the place, though. I was supposed to spend the summer after I'd turned 21 here with my cousin. Instead, I'd spent it abroad and invisible.

I took a look around me. In all honesty, the city I was in was didn't look any different from any other American city. In the two decades since I'd become immortal, technology had kept up it's pace of improvement. The world was still run by money, but life was a little easier because of all the tech. However, it was starting to feel like the Jetsons. Don't get me wrong, houses were still built out of wood, roads were still made of asphalt, cars were still formed from metal. There was just a lot more technology. Wherever I was now was no different.

That's why I liked immortal hangouts so much. It was sort of like time didn't exist there. Salem, Legends, Jack's place, the Pole, the Warren, Punjam Hy Loo, Berzee, Shady's castle, the Treehouse - they were all separate from the present, in their own way. On one hand, the majority of them hadn't changed since the day an immortal had claimed or found them. On the other, they also advanced as new technologies were discovered. You could see the entirety of history in some of them, all at once. Best of all, they stayed the same, no matter what was happening with the rest of the world. I'm hopelessly nostalgic, sue me.

Anyway, I called my wings and took off heading back towards Sam's house. About ten minutes after taking flight, the winds showed up. I mean, they were already there, they were _always_ there, but their consciousness wasn't always around. I mean, it was _around_ but it wasn't - I mean they weren't - oh, you know that I mean! Anyway, they started talking to me out of the blue.

_"Where are you heading?"_ Their voice was as breathy and distant as usual, but the curiosity I could usually discern when they were asking a question wasn't there. Instead there was something else.

"To Salem, Massachusetts. Why?" I couldn't figure out why, but they were acting weird. By which I mean the inflection in their voice wasn't how it usually was. I'd figured out what was weird about their tone. They'd asked the question more out of concern than curiosity like usual. What was up with them?

_"Jack Frost has been looking for you for a few days. He asked us to find you."_

Wait, what? If Jack wanted to find me, he usually just showed up at my house, which is where I spent most of my time. Granted, I hadn't been there since early Friday, but still. He knew I hung out with Sam a lot, and at Legends the rest of the time - if I wasn't out traveling that is. "Okay... Well, tell him that I'll be at Sam's house."

_"We will." _Without another word they soared off to wherever Jack most likely was.

I shook my head, wondering why they'd been so weird about it. _Whatever._ If the winds were gonna get all worked up over something, then they could be my guest. What I was wondering about was why Jack would have sent them after me. I mean, the winds kept tabs on where most of us were and would usually tell us where any of the others were if we were looking for someone in particular. They wouldn't tell us if someone was looking for _us_ though. They may have been as nosy as Mosy and as eager to gossip, but they still knew how to keep quiet. And they didn't care one way or the other most of the time. So for them to actually seek out one of us at another's request, and _tell_ us that we were being searched for, was unheard of. So what was going on?

Whatever it was, I could ask Jack later. If he was so eager to get a hold of me, then he was likely to show up at Sam's house within the next few hours. I could address it then. In the meantime, I had clean clothes to change into and hair to finish drying. I still had the towel I'd borrowed from Sam wrapped around my head like a turban. One thing had always been consistent with my hair, and that was that it took _forever_ to dry. I'd probably still have a wet braid whenever I left Sam's eventually, come to think of it. And yes, it _would_ be in a braid. No way was I going to leave it down when I was going to be flying. If I did that I'd get back to my place with a bird's nest on my head, and then no amount of brushing would be able to de-tangle it. The down-sides of having long hair, I suppose.

In any case, it didn't take me long to get back to the old sector of Salem. The sun hadn't even set all of the way by the time I landed in the middle of the street. Well, I didn't actually land in the _middle_ of the street, I sort of touched down out of the way in the shadows... What? I didn't want my believers to see me wearing clothes that obviously weren't mine, with my hair twisted up in a towel and still looking like I was partially hung-over. Even though my headache was long gone, I still looked like I'd become a little too friendly with a bartender. It wasn't vanity that made me hide, but rather the fact that I'd be beyond embarrassed if any of them saw me. I know that any lie I could come up with wouldn't convince them. At all. Just because I don't do regrets, doesn't mean I don't feel shame every now and then. Besides, I didn't want to be a bad influence. Well, not _that_ kind of a bad influence anyway.

I glanced around to make sure no one was around before sprinting to Sam's front door and darting inside. I stood on the other side of it tensed up and holding my breath, praying that no one had seen me. Well, no one that _could_ see me in the first place. After a minute when I was sure that I was good I let out the breath I'd been holding and my shoulders sagged in relief. I turned around to be met with the half bemused, half teasing face of one Halloween spirit. "What -"

I held up a hand to stop him. "Don't even ask." I shook my head. I took another breath and let it out, resetting myself a little. "I'm commandeering the bathroom again." I immediately headed for said bathroom and closed the door firmly behind me. A moment later I was pulling on my familiar clothes and feeling _so _much better for it. Have you ever borrowed someone else's clothes that, not only were the wrong size, but felt somewhat awkward to be in? I mean, I know a lot of girls go around wearing their boyfriend's clothes, and girls with lots of brothers sometimes get their hand-me-downs, but this was just off. Slipping into my own clothes felt so much more right with the world, you know? Don't get me wrong, I have some 'guy's clothes' back at the Treehouse, but I wore them in a way that felt normal. Not to mention that I'd broken them in by now. But Sam's band shirt was a crew-neck, which I'd always hated. I felt like they were choking me. So I was glad to be out of it, plus the pants would _not_ stay rolled no matter what I did.

I folded Sam's clothes and set them on the rim of the sink. Then I unraveled my hair from the towel-turban. Even hours later, it was still damp, but that wasn't really a surprise. I ran my fingers through the tangled mop as best I could, but since there was no brush or comb, it was a hack-job. I pulled a hair-tie out of my bag and quickly French-braided my hair, hoping that it would stay controlled more or less. Also, knowing my hair, once it dried, it'd be wavy and gorgeous. Once I was all set I emerged from the bathroom carrying my borrowed clothes with me.

Sam was where I'd left him, which was to say, watching something on T.V. "Hey, where do you want me to put these?" I lifted the clothes he'd lent me to bring emphasis to them.

He glanced back at me. "Just sit them somewhere. I'll take care of them later."

"'Kay." I walked over to the table and all but threw the bundle onto the nearest chair. When I turned around I took a closer look at what he was watching. It looked familiar, but I didn't recognize it. It was definitely a Jim Henson movie, though. I could tell from how the puppets looked. I plopped down on the couch next to Sam as I continually tried to guess the movie. A minute or so later, I saw part of a scene that basically _told_ me what it was. I grinned wickedly at Sam and waited for him to notice.

A moment or two later, when he glanced my way and saw my grin, his eyebrows immediately scrunched together in confusion. "Whaaat?" Between me and Jack, Sam knew all too well what a devious grin could mean. And it usually wasn't anything good.

I looked him dead in the eye as I said the one thing I knew for certain about the movie. "You remind me of the babe."

Something flickered in his eyes a split second before a grin appeared on his face to match my own. "What babe?" He said it all jokingly innocent as if he really didn't know what I was talking about. He so did.

"The babe with the power." I said it as as-a-matter-of-factly as was possible.

"What power?"

I leaned closer and narrowed my eyes, even though my grin was still as big as Jack's trademark one. "The power of voodoo."

"Who do?" He leaned in as well as he said his line.

I pointed at him, still grinning. "You do."

He paused for a second and I saw a challenge in his eyes. "Do what?"

I hesitated, knowing he was daring me to continue. _It's on._ "Remind me of the babe." He leaned back, and started laughing. A lot. Like, he was laughing so hard that he couldn't talk. He almost fell forward but caught himself by flinging out an arm and grabbing the coffee table. He raised his other hand for a high-five and I gladly accepted. I was laughing too. Mostly at how hard he was laughing. "Don't kill me, but I've _never _seen this movie before."

Just like that, his laugh cut off and he stared at me incredulously. "_You_'ve never seen Labyrinth?" I shook my head. "But you know the opening of Dance Magic."

"I know that because it's awesome. And I know the epicness of Labyrinth because it's a Jim Henson film. It's actually the last one he worked on before he died."

"Wait." He shifted a little and braced his elbow on the back of the couch. "You've seen the Neverending Story, you've seen the Dark Crystal, you've seen the Secret of Nimh, you've seen the Black Cauldron... and you've _never_ seen Labyrinth?"

I shook my head again. "Nope. My mom wouldn't let me get it from Family Video when I was younger so I never even knew about it. However, once I got older I learned just how awesome of a movie it was - well, how awesome it's pedigree was - but I just... never got around to actually watching it."

"Yeah, well, you're not leaving my house until you do." He reached for the remote and went back to the main menu. "I'm starting this over from the beginning."

I smiled to myself and laughed a little. _I think I'm rubbing off on him._ Well, it's not like I was going anywhere anyway. "Oh, hey, that reminds me. Jack might show up relatively soon."

Sam shot me a look. "Why?"

"Apparently he's been looking for me."

He turned back to the movie and proceeded to re-start the film. "And you know this _because_?"

"The winds told me. They were really weird about it too. Actually, it was just weird that they told me about it at all." I shrugged. "Anyway, I had them pass on that I was heading here, so Jack should be here whenever he gets the message."

"Any idea _why_ he's been looking for you?"

"I'm going to assume it's because I dropped off the grid." I looked at him pointedly.

"Good point." He set the remote on the table after hitting one more button on it. He then leaned back and made himself comfortable. "Now shush and watch the movie that you've never seen but really should have a _long_ time ago."

"Alright, Mr. Passive-Aggressive." He rolled his eyes but smiled anyway. As the movie started playing, I thought of just how lucky I was to have a friend like Sam. Not many people would go as far as he had last night - I mean two nights ago. Actually, most of the friends I'd had when I was mortal would have just dropped me off at my house and called me in the morning to make sure I was alive. My friends now wouldn't have done much different. However, Sam, knowing that he wouldn't be able to do the drop off option, decided to instead nurse me back to health... in a less than pampering way.

It felt like I'd known Sam my whole life, to be honest. Like one of those friends that grew up next door to you and you never once grew apart... I never had one of those friends back when I was mortal. I'd always been a loner, and I was fine with that, I really was, but... I don't know. Sometimes I'd wanted to be able to show up unannounced at one of my friends' doorstep and just be able to hang out, you know? I _had_ friends, but they had their own lives, even when I still had one too. I'd always felt like their world was separate from my own.

I really don't think I was that far off either. I'd spent the majority of my time on earth with my nose in a book, my head in the clouds, a pencil in my hand, and ear-buds pumping music straight to my brain. I guess that's why I was Story Tale now instead of some other legend. But, with my senses so otherwise occupied by stories, the real world sort of faded away, as did the people in it. It hadn't occurred to me back then, but I'd been lonely. I think that's why I was so invested in my stories. But with Sam - and Jack - well... I didn't really feel like that anymore. Yeah, from time to time I still felt a little cut off - and that was _with_ the knowledge that I'd been the one who had done the cutting. But, all in all, Sam and Jack were the closest I'd ever gotten to anybody. Ever. Even including Caeden and Tanya. The thought was equally as depressing as it was comforting.

I was abruptly pulled out of my thoughts when my stomach growled. Loudly. For a moment I was confused about what the sound was... until I realized that I hadn't eaten since the meal I'd had at Shady's castle. Sam glanced at me with his eyebrows raised questioningly. "Hungry?"

"Apparently. I actually just realized I haven't eaten for about five days... so I'd say I'm overdue for sustenance." My stomach grumbled again as if to emphasize my statement. I looked down at the noisemaker that was my digestive system. _Shut up, would you?_

Sam stood up and started for his kitchen. "I'll make you something."

"Dude, you don't need to do that." I turned and rested my arm on the back of the couch while I watched him ignore me.

"Even _we_ can't live on candy alone. Besides, as nutritious as the hangover mix may be, it's not going to do you any good if you don't eat." I opened my mouth to retort but another grumble from my stomach interrupted me. "See? Watch the movie while I cook."

"I can make my own food, Sam. I'm a grown ass woman and immortal for crying out loud." I stood up and started to follow him. Before I even finished the first step I halted, picked up the remote, and paused the movie. I turned and walked to the kitchen and all but pushed him out of the way.

He pushed me back, albeit with much less force. "Technically, it's _my_ food, considering that I'm the one who acquired it in the first place."

"But who's going to be eating it?"

"Are we seriously fighting over who is going to cook food for you?"

"Yes, because you insist on going out of your way for me when you don't need to."

He paused and stared at me. "That's what this is about."

"I'm up, I'm about, I'm fine now, I can take care of myself. Thank you for basically the entire weekend, but I can handle my own well being ninety-nine percent of the time." I pulled a pan out of the cabinet and set it on the stove top. "That includes preparing my own sustenance." He stood back for a second while I searched through his cabinets for a boxed dinner to make. Once I'd pulled one out and set it on the counter, he basically lifted me off the ground, walked me to the couch, and plopped me down on it. With me struggling the entire way. Sam was seriously strong... then again, I _wasn't_, so it wasn't that hard. "What the heck!"

He pointed at me sternly. "Sit down, shut up, watch the movie," His finger shifted from me to the television. "And let someone do something nice for you, you _frustratingly_ stubborn woman." Without waiting for an answer, he turned on his heel and strode back into the kitchen to begin cooking.

Meanwhile, I was sitting where he'd dropped me with my jaw brushing the floor, utterly stunned. It was a combination of the fact that I most of the time got my way - not that I expect that to happen, I'm not the center of the universe - the fact that Sam usually stood down in any sort of normal argument - especially with me and Jack, unless it was about something he cared deeply about - and that this was about _food_. Food. He'd decided to stand his ground against me on _food_. I sat like that for a few good minutes before I - as much to my surprise as his - did as I was told and shut my mouth. I shot him a glance as I picked up the remote, but he wasn't looking my way. To be honest, Sam standing his ground was just as - if not more than - intimidating as I was when I stood up to people - in a more or less ferocious manner. _On second thought, probably more, since he doesn't do it all that often._

The next half hour passed by in silence - if you didn't count the audio from the movie. Neither of us spoke while Sam made me food and I watched Labyrinth. Sam, I think, was quiet because he was focusing on cooking and didn't want to disturb the film. _I_ was quiet because I didn't want to tick him off - well, any more than he already was. Also, because Labyrinth was freaking _epic_. It was weird having an argument with Sam that hadn't ended with laughter and teasing. I mean, I'd had those sorts of arguments before, but never with Sam. It was... disconcerting.

I liked when arguments almost resolved themselves. You know, when one of the combatants ends up making a sarcastic or joking statement and then both of them are good to go. You had the argument, nobody won, nobody lost, you move on with your life. Arguments where silence was the result - for whatever reason - were... not ideal. And this argument was with Sam. Apparently, I _could_ get mad at him... Well that wasn't necessarily true, because I wasn't really mad at him. But he _was_ mad at me.

Eventually he walked over to me with a bowl containing my food and sat it in front of me on the coffee table. "Here." We avoided each other's eyes at first, but then he deliberately met mine. "I won't say I'm sorry." Without saying anything else about it he went back to the kitchen to wash the dishes he'd just dirtied.

I picked up the bowl and cradled it in my lap as I ate, still watching the movie. After a few more minutes of silence, I decided to break it. "Thanks." He didn't turn around or give any indication that he heard me, except for a slight pause I his movements that I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been watching him. "And you don't have to apologize, by the way." I could have said more - god knows I usually would have - but with Sam, as with Jack, I didn't really _have_ to say everything. They got it.

When Sam finally finished and came to sit back down on the couch, my bowl was half empty and my stomach no longer growling. He didn't say anything for a while about my thanks or my following statement, but from the ease in his expression I guessed that we were okay. "It won't kill you to let your friends take care of you, you know." He glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. There was a faint smile that let me know we really were okay. "At least every once in a while."

I smiled back at him. "But I wouldn't want to be a burden, now would I?" He rolled his eyes and laughed at my mildly sarcastic retort. "But thank you, really. I do appreciate the help. It's just that you took care of me for the past few days and I feel like I should pull my own weight now that I _can_."

He waved it off. "Don't worry about it." I was about to say more but he stopped me. "_Really_. Now, let's relax and enjoy the rest of the movie. Okay?" He gave me one of those half patient, half no nonsense looks. "Do I have your permission to do that?"

That made me laugh. "Yes, you do."

"Good, because my favorite part is coming up." It was my turn to roll my eyes. With that resolved, I thought that my drama for the day - no make that for the entire weekend - was over. I was wrong. I was _proven_ wrong about a half hour later when Jack finally showed up.

The credits were rolling on the movie when there came an impatient knock on the door. Everyone that ever came to visit Sam knew that unless they knocked and he came to answer the door, they weren't welcome and he'd probably throw them out unless he was in a generous mood or _really_ liked you. So even though whoever was knocking sounded as if they'd rather just barge in, they actually waited until Sam went to let them in. When he opened the door, Jack rushed in looking frazzled, frantic, and like he'd flown at mock speed to get there. His eyes darted around the room until they landed on me.

He visibly relaxed before striding over to me and pinning me with an almost accusatory gaze. "Where have you been? I've been looking the world over for you since early Friday. None of the damn notes I sent you found you and the wind had no clue where you were. What the hell were you doing that the wind couldn't find you?" Now, were it anyone else, I'd have said that they were patronizing me and that they didn't trust me to take care of myself. But Jack wasn't like that. Not by a long shot. Besides, he sounded really freaked out by the fact that he couldn't get a hold of me all weekend.

"Sorry, I went to Legends Friday and I sort of..." I glanced at Sam who looked as confused about Jack's demeanor as I was. "Well let's just say that I was out of it all weekend."

"She was passed out in my spare room until earlier today." Sam was still staring at Jack in confused concern. This was not like Jack at all... He seemed... well, _afraid_. Jack was never afraid, and even if he was, he didn't show it. Something he and I had in common. He closed his eyes and his shoulders slumped as he let out a relieved sigh. He raked a hand through his hair and slumped against the back of the couch that I was still sitting on.

I shot Sam a look that he mirrored. Something serious was up. "Jack, what's the matter?"

He sat down in one of the chairs before answering, and even then he still looked like he hadn't completely relaxed. "You scared living hell out of me is what's the matter."

"What by being AWOL for the weekend? That's not completely uncommon for us - and definitely not for me. Besides, you know I spend a lot of time at Sam's anyway, so why didn't you check here earlier?"

He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair again. He sighed before answering this time, and glanced between me and Sam like he was deciding whether or not to tell us something. That meant it was probably guardian business. I knew that Pitch wasn't up to anything anywhere near what had happened almost three decades ago, so I knew it was something else, but what I had no idea. "At the last meeting the others filled me in on something that's had me worried." He glanced at me. "Though it didn't _really_ strike any chords until I couldn't find you anywhere."

Sam had taken a few steps back towards the arrangement of seats so that he wasn't speaking from the door. "Jack, what's going on?"

He glanced between us again. "Immortals have been... _disappearing_. It's not like they're just fading away - that happens, but they're just vanishing out of thin air."

"What?" _Disappearing?_ What the hell did _that_ mean?

"Their believers are still around, and they're still believing in them. Their jobs are still being done, but they're just _gone _and no one knows where they went... Even the wind can't find them." So that's why he was so scared for me. "The past few months I've been trying to find any of the one's who've gone missing. The others set me on it because of my connection with the wind, but we haven't been able to find even a trace of _any_ of them." He sighed again and looked at me. "So when you seemingly disappeared off the face of the earth, I thought you might of been the latest casualty." He looked down at the floor, away from either Sam or me.

We looked at each other, both feeling a tad guilty for holing up all weekend, now that we knew how much grief it had caused Jack. But I think that both of us were more unnerved by what Jack had told us. Immortals, our friends - hell our _kind_ - were vanishing and no one knew why. Even the Guardians didn't have any leads. I glanced at Jack. "Manny hasn't said anything about it? He hasn't seen anything?" I mean, surely Manny, with his thousands of telescopes, would have seen _something_... right?

Jack shook his head. "All he told us was that we should look into it. He didn't get into specifics and he really didn't say much at all." He laughed humorlessly. It wasn't a sound I liked hearing from Jack. "Though that's not really unusual for me now is it?"

"Well... he must think you guys can handle it. Either that or he honestly doesn't know what's going on." I'm not sure why I was defending Manny, only that I was and I actually believed what I was saying. "You guys don't have any ideas as to what's behind this?"

"Well, we do have one idea - though it's more of a _who_ than a _what_." The grudge that I saw in his eyes told me enough. He didn't need to say what he did next, but he said it anyway. "Pitch. He's the only person I can think of who'd benefit from this, though I can't imagine what good it'd do him to capture immortals."

"So you think he's capturing other immortals? Why would he do that?" Sam had sat down on the other end of the couch, in between Jack and I.

Jack shrugged. "I don't know, maybe to keep us distracted looking for them?" Jack and Sam debated more about what the probable reasons could be for Pitch doing this, or any other possibilities. Jack shot down a few ideas, saying that the rest of the Guardians had already gone through them and had filtered them out. I wasn't really listening. I was planning a little visit to a friend of mine to see if I could get to the bottom of whatever the hell was going on. If Pitch had anything to do with this then he'd better hope that Manny and the Guardians were feeling merciful because I _wasn't_ going to be keeping it a secret if he was.

However... I had to admit that it seemed like the Guardians were just looking for someone to blame. If Pitch _wasn't_ the mastermind, then I wasn't about to let him be their scapegoat. I was playing a dangerous and risky game with my alliances, but I wasn't about to let anyone fall to the wayside... at least not anyone I considered to be my friend. I had no idea how I was going to work any of this out, but I knew I was going to have to if I wanted all of my friends to come out unscathed. _I guess I'll just have to figure it out as I go_. Ha, what else is new?


	30. Sunny With a Chance of Fireballs
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"_Pitch!_" I was teed off. Ticked. Pissed. Downright mad. Yeah, Pitch may be the obvious choice and he could be the scapegoat, but he probably knew about the disappearing immortals long before I had - hell probably before the Guardians had - and his tactful avoidance of me basically told me that he did know _something_. "You've got some explaining to do!" There were Fearlings and Nightmares wandering around. They were still a little unnerving to be near, but for the most part they left me alone. I guess you could say they were used to me. My second time in the Lair they basically tackled me in an almost feral manner the moment I stepped out of the tunnel. I had to fight them off while Pitch stood watching the whole thing with a smug look on his face. I ended up smacking one of the Nightmares on the side of it's face with the palm of my hand, which had startled it enough that it had backed away. After staring them down they had more or less kept their distance for the rest of that visit.

Now I wouldn't say that smacking them would work for everybody. I'm not even sure why it worked with me. All I do know is that I wasn't afraid of them until they were biting at my face - which I would assume is a normal response. So I guess my lack of fear kept me off their radar. Lucky me. Regardless of that, Pitch was still nowhere to be found. After Jack had laid everything out and he and Sam debated over possible reasons Pitch may be behind this, I managed to excuse myself by saying that I was heading home. I felt bad for lying about where I was going - especially with just having freaked Jack out - but no _way_ was I about to tell those two that I'd been visiting Pitch for the past decade.

"What have I done _now_?" His voice came from a little ways away - or at least that's how it sounded. In the Lair sound could bounce and voices were thrown. I looked around and I saw him standing on a bridge type thing with his hands clasped behind his back. His usual stance. However, the look on his face was a slight variation of the one he usually wore when I was around. As opposed to the usual mix of disdain and aggravation, there was a more careful undertone - like he was actually trying to watch his step.

"Oh, nothing." I _know_ that he picked up on my sarcasm, however subtle it may have been. However, his eyes narrowed not in annoyance like usual, but more like suspicion. "But I would _love_ to know just how long immortals have been disappearing." I pinned him with a glare. Usually, I would leave whenever he got too ticked off, or outright told me to in a way that let me know he was dead serious, but this time I wasn't going anywhere until I got some answers. And I could tell that he knew it too.

Because of that, he didn't bullshit around the subject like he usually would. Surprisingly, he actually told it to me straight. "I am not sure myself." He stepped into a nearby shadow and popped up a few feet away from me. "I assume you've only just found out."

"Yeah. Apparently it's been going on for a while and recently started happening more often. Do you have _anything_ to do with it?"

He laughed. "Why do you care?"

"Damn it, Pitch! If you're not a part of it I don't want them using you as their scapegoat!" I just stared at him for a minute. Needless to say, my response shocked him. "You _know_ what everyone else thinks of you. The second anything starts smelling fishy they automatically think it's you. Their assumptions have good reason, but they won't give you a trial, Pitch. It's not 'innocent until proven guilty' with them. Not when it comes to you."

He was silent for a few moments after that. "What if I _am_ a part of the disappearances? Or even the ring leader?"

"Then I'll kick your ass myself. But I will not let the Guardians condemn you for something you didn't do. Stuff you did? Yeah, sure. But not things that you have no part of."

The silence following that statement stretched out. I could hear the various creatures of darkness shifting in the shadows - and some in the light. I could hear the air moving around, making echoes bounce around the cavernous room. I could hear my own voice faintly echoing. Well, that was mostly because I was a loud person in general, but also because I'd been shouting. Pitch didn't make a sound, he didn't even move. "Pitch, I need to know. Are you associated with what's happening in _any_ way? Honestly."

"Why?"

"Because lying won't help you any! Look, if they're looking for you and you're not the person they're looking for then not only are you going to get blamed for things that you have no hand in, but whoever _is_ the mastermind is going to keep kidnapping immortals." Or whatever they _are_ doing. All we really knew was that they had vanished off the face of the planet. No why, no how, and definitely no reason. "If they're chasing you, then all they'll be doing is wasting their time. And all you're gonna get is a major headache from it accompanied by continued distain from the rest of the immortal community."

"I understand that. I'm not an imbecile. What I want to know, is why do you feel the need to know of my association - or lack thereof - to what is happening."

"Because then I can try and protect you!"

"Why?"

"Because I'm your friend, damn it! I don't care if you don't count me in the same regards. But I consider myself your friend whether you like it or not, and I will not let my friends be _crucified_ for crimes they didn't commit. How many times do I have to have this conversation with you before you believe me?"

"Forgive me if I don't put my trust in others. In my experience, it has rarely been reciprocated."

"Pitch I'm not asking you for your trust. I'm not asking you for friendship. Hell, I'm not even asking for you to be nice to me. All I want is for you to fucking realize that I'm _not_ going to turn my back on you. Yeah, I may not start conversations with the phrase 'I'm friends with the boogeyman', but whenever anyone finds out I'll proudly and without guilt state that I _have_ been coming to see you every year, that I _am_ your friend, and that I genuinely enjoy your company. And today, I'm not even asking you for any of that. Today, all I'm asking is that you tell me whether or not I have to defend you... I just want to know if you need me to be your reinforcements."

Silence. Stoic silence. No answer, no movement. No response, at all, whatsoever. Eventually, I got fed up. I usually didn't let him beat me, I stayed until _he_ was at the breaking point, but today I wasn't in the mood to play his games. _I'm done._ "Fine, you know what? When Jack and the rest of the Guardians come breaking down your door, don't come crying to me. I offered _my_ help." I turned to leave. Over my shoulder I said, "And don't bother showing me to the door, I know the way." As I neared the end of the bridge thing a Nightmare came towards me. I don't know why and I don't care. However, it did piss me off. I pointed at it and turned a good portion of my fury on it. "Get out of my face!" I didn't even break stride as I kept on towards the entrance. For whatever reason, the demon horse didn't follow me. _Good_.

It wasn't until I was about to call the winds for help that I heard Pitch respond. His voice didn't echo like usual. More like it drifted out of the shadows, like it wasn't him who said it but the other creatures that lurked there. Sort of. "I am not responsible." Nothing more, nothing less. No elaboration on the subject but an answer nonetheless. And I was happy to hear at least some response, specifically that one.

-

Though I was able to breathe a sigh of relief because of Pitch's confession, I was still too worked up to go home. If I was being honest, the idea that immortals were just up and disappearing had me on edge. Not much makes me nervous but this, this did. I mean, 'immortality' in an of itself is _generally_ a promise that you're going to be around for eternity. Yeah as time goes on some of us fade away from lack of avid believers, but we didn't just _disappear_ into thin air. Or at least, we _hadn't_. The idea that any one of my friends could just up and vanish without a trace had me worried. So there was that, _and_ regardless of his answer, I was still worked up from my argument with Pitch. So going home to my quiet and peaceful Treehouse honestly sounded like a snore-fest at the moment.

I couldn't go back to Sam's place. I'd _just_ left, so if I showed up again only a few hours later, he'd wonder where I'd gone, and I didn't think I'd be able to lie convincingly enough in my current state. Which was the same reason I couldn't head for the South Pole in case Jack had gone home and he was there. He'd wonder where I'd run off to and he _knew_ when I was lying blatantly, which was why I made sure to never bring up any subject that I'd _need_ to lie about. And I wasn't in the mood to hang out with any of my believers. It wouldn't be any fun for them with me distracted as I was.

I wanted - no, I _needed _to get my mind off of this. There was obviously nothing I could do about it at the moment and in the meantime worrying about it was only gonna stress me out - and I don't _do_ stress. However, I didn't just want to fly off somewhere and distract myself because knowing me, if I did it that way, as soon as whatever activity I'd chosen was over with, my mind would go right back to the problem at hand. So I needed a _real_ distraction. One that would get me thinking about other things entirely.

_ You're going to have to face everyone sooner or later... why not now?_ I winced at the notion. It hadn't even been a week since I'd made a fool of myself to prove a point. _Better a fool than a boring nobody._ That's not how the quote goes. _So? It still works._ Oh, shut up, Inner Voice. However, I had to admit that it was right. After all, I never was afraid to own up to things I did on purpose. Besides, I needed to see if my foolishness paid off, didn't I? _Alright, Legends it is._

I called my wings and took off, soaring through the trees that made up the woods near Burgess. From above, the entrance to Pitch's lair was indiscernible. You couldn't see it until you were right on top of it, literally. I only knew where it was from the many times I'd dropped in. I'm not even sure that Jack would be able to find it without a bit of searching. However, one other clearing was always visible. The one that held Jack's pond. The flash of blue amidst the sea of green always gave me conflicted emotions. On one hand this was where my best friend _died_. But on the other... it was more famous than Burgess itself - you know, to the fandom anyway. I never told Jack about this of course, I wasn't about to take him down _that_ memory lane again. No thank you.

But I will say this much, It was a good thing that it was the middle of the night because if Jamie saw me flying away from Burgess when Jack wasn't around and without having stopped to either tell my believers a story or having a chat with him, Jack would find out and I'd have a hard time explaining myself. Luckily for me, sunset had been _hours_ ago and it was now past midnight, which meant that anyone who could _see_ me was already asleep.

It didn't take me long to get to New York. Not with the power of flight on my side. But if the city was impressive during the day, it was spectacular at night. That might be the tourist in me speaking, but it was and I won't apologize for thinking that way. Though, it did smell faintly of garbage, and their winters were worse than the ones I'd grown up with. I was quite happy with my Californian home, thank you very much. But not long after entering the airspace above the city, I swooped down into the alley that Legend's front door was located in. Neither Goliath nor Shady were guarding the door tonight. I'd never caught the name of the immortal who was there, though he was around from time to time. If his coloring said anything, he was northern European, possibly Scandinavian. In layman's terms blond hair and blue eyes. And hot. Don't forget hot. _And ripped, don't forget that either._

He smiled at me when I got to the door. "Just you tonight?" His faint Viking sounding accent made me think that he was probably either a Norse deity or a something similar. Or, you know, he could have been more recent than that era and was just from that area of the world.

I shot him a smirk. "Yeah, I left my boys back home." He chuckled as he held the door open for me, sweeping his arm inwards. I smiled back as I brushed past him into the cacophony of Legends. Even on a Sunday night, it was still busy. Or, Monday morning. It wasn't near as busy as it was on 'holidays' but it wasn't slow by any means. Legends, being the only immortal hangout in basically the entire world, always had a crowd for that reason alone.

Instead of trying to force my way through the mass of tables, chairs, and bodies, I made my way along the wall. From what I could see, Shady and Goliath were behind the bar tonight. A brief glance revealed that Dollie, Artie and Aremis were out waiting tables. Plus two other waitresses who's names I didn't know. I may be friends with the staff but I don't know all of them. When I was about ten feet brom the bar, Goliath spotted me. "Quick, hide the booze!

I glared at him. "Ha. Ha. Ha." Shady glanced up at me and snorted once in laughter before winking at me and making the gesture that she'd zip her lip, though she did look like she was still trying to not laugh. I didn't take a seat, though I did step up to the bar, amidst a cloud of laughter from those who'd heard about how I'd spent my Friday night. "You're all hilarious. Anyone know where I can find Sunny?"

"What? Are you looking to beat his ass for whatever it was on Friday that made you want to try and beat Mors' record for wildest drunk immortal?" Goliath didn't look up from the drink he was pouring.

I shrugged, trying to not look as embarrassed as the phrasing of that comment made me feel. "Something like that." There'd be no ass kicking but it was about the drinking - or at least the reason behind it.

"Well," He passed the drink to the immortal who ordered it. "If you promise not to start a fight," He squinted slightly and glanced around. "He's over by the jukebox. Just look for the crowd of dryads." He gestured in the direction before going back to work, shaking his head and mumbling under his breath about how Sunny's night was bound to go if those dryads kept hanging around him. Not that I disagreed.

"Thanks." I shot him a smile before turning to force my way through the masses. The good news was, it seemed like everyone was content to stay seated tonight, more or less. Though the music was blaring like always most of the patrons weren't dancing - and those that were, were actually on the dance floor. So it was actually easier than I thought it was going to be to make my way over to what looked like a copse of trees. Moving trees. That were giggling.

When I got close enough to see Sunny through the dryads, there was a moment where I was dumbstruck - and I really shouldn't have been. Sunny noticed me through the girls, somehow, and grinned at me - which, by the way, made me roll my eyes. "Story! You're up and about I see!" He stitched his eyebrows together, having noticed my response to how he was acting. "What's wrong?"

_Why am I not surprised?_ "You look like a pimp." To be honest, I hadn't said it like a witty insult, I just blurted what he legit looked like. And he did. He was reclined on a leather chair, his arms draped around one girl each, with the rest of the dryads draped over _him_. About half of the girls shot me dirty looks. Probably because I'd basically just called them hookers unintentionally.

One of them decided to voice her objection. "Why don't you just run along and leave us alone?"

I looked at her. From the way she looked, it seemed like she was the spirit of a pine tree. Actually, a few of them must have been, because the smell of pine was very pungent. "Bitch please." I ignored hers - and the other's - shocked looks and pressed on. "I just got over a massive hangover and I am not in the mood to deal with petty shit like fighting over Sunny. Especially when_ I _don't want to sleep with him." I grinned snarkily at them, hearing Sunny chuckle in the background. "Now I do believe it'd be in all of your best interests to leave while most of you still know the different between left and right. And if you still intend to drink, then please, do it somewhere else, because I have business with the man you're all hanging off of like a life raft."

Almost as one, they stood up in a huff and stomped away. The one who spoke to me flipped her hair in my face as she did. It hurt more then you'd think, there were pine needles strewn through her mane. Once the group had left I noticed Sunny laughing at me as I pulled a needle out of my mouth. I took a seat in one of the chairs that the dryads had vacated. "Oh, shut up."

He sat forward in the armchair, which looked like a chaise lounge and a lazyboy had a kid. "You know, I'm not nearly as much of a player as I seem."

"Yeah, yeah. I'm just here to bitch and moan."

He chuckled, smiling a knowing - and joking - smile. "Oh yeah, how'd that go anyway?"

"You tell me." I stared him down. "Are you gonna tell me why you don't do no or what?"

Just like that, his good-natured demeanor slipped away. The smile dropped from his face and he tensed up a little, instantly radiating annoyance and slight anger. He sat forward and pointed at me in warning. "First of all, you still have no right to ask that. Second, I said that once you drank I'd listen to you complain and criticize me for the way I act, not my choices. Thirdly, if that's what you were after, then I'm sorry to disappoint you, but you're going to be leaving empty handed." With that, he stood up and huffed away, much like the dryads before him. Before I lost sight of him I saw him swipe a shot off of a tray and down it without breaking stride. One look at his face and Aremis didn't even mention that he was supposed to be dry tonight. The latter shot me a look that read 'What the hell did you say to him?'

I watched the glow that Sunny radiated drift farther and farther away. _Well, that answers Sam's question. No it was not worth it._ I mean, I wasn't gonna regret it either way, that's just not something I do, but it would have been nice to know why Sunny let himself be such a drunk, you know? He really was a pretty nice guy when he was sober, enough so that I was actually starting to like him. But how horrid he was once he had a few drinks in him was enough to make me wanna pull my hair out. I wasn't delusional enough to think that I could make him all of a sudden start saying no, I just wanted to know _why_ he was so adamant about the whole thing. I needed to know that he had a good reason, otherwise I had to fix it. Even if he was a chauvinistic, egotistical jerk most of the time, I was still starting to think of him as a friend because of the man that I'd seen when he was sober. And it was a damn shame that he allowed himself to be anything else. So unless he had a damn good reason, I wasn't gonna stand for it. It was about time for an intervention.

A few minutes passed before a small-statured shadow appeared in my vision. I looked up to see Gaia standing next to my chair, her expression a cross between annoyed, distraught, and sympathetic. "Story."

Just by the way she said my name, I knew she was gonna reiterate the spiel that Sunny just didn't do no. So I cut her off, because I didn't want to hear it for the thousandth time. "No. Gaia, I wanna know. You're his granddaughter for Pete's sake! I _know_ you care about him more than _anyone_ else." She winced and looked down. "Why do you let him do that to himself? It's enabling him and it's hurting him. Half of the immortals hate him because of how much of a jerk he is when he's drunk and the rest are his fangirls who fawn all over him because they know they're gonna get some." I sighed because of how frustrating it was, face-palming as I shook my head. "I just don't understand why he does it." I said the last sentence to myself more so than to Gaia.

The immortal in question sat down on the arm of the chair I was occupying, resting her hand on my shoulder as she did. I looked up at her to see her start to say something only to close her mouth once more. She sighed. "I want to tell you. But I swore to him that I wouldn't share it without his permission. He told it to me in confidence and I can't - Story, you have to understand." She looked at me pleadingly. "You can't fix everything. Sunny chose to live this way, why can't you respect that?"

"With what I know, I can't make myself agree with what he's doing. I'm nosy, I need to know the story behind everything. My curiosity is insatiable, don't you know that by now?" I smiled, trying to lighten the mood. "I can't just... stand by, and watch him destroy himself night after night. Not knowing who he is when he hasn't had a drop."

"It's not that simple, Story. Sunny - despite the whole no thing - is a private person. I was with him centuries before he told me. As far as I know, I'm the _only _one that knows."

"Gaia, I _have_ to know -"

"Story, just let it go."

"Why?"

"Because barring a miracle, he's not going to tell you or anyone else. And I _won't _tell."

I stared at her for a minute after that. I was trying to figure out how to respond to that. I _couldn't_ let this go... I'm too stubborn to do that. But, what she said had caught me off guard momentarily. She got up, I assumed to find Sunny. Before she got out of earshot - which was a short distance on a night like tonight - I said my piece. "I'm not giving up, Gaia."

She turned back to me. "I know you won't. But I will tell you now, you will have to wait a long while before Sunny tells you. You'll have to become far more important to him. And for that, you'll need a miracle."

"So, what constitutes as a miracle?"

Gaia smiled, shaking her head. "Good night, Story." With that she walked away into the crowd - presumably to find Sunny.

-

I hung around for a few more hours. Not because I held out any hope of getting Sunny to crack that night, but because I still didn't want to go home yet. I'd chosen a seat at the bar and camped there for the rest of the night. About an hour prior, the Scandinavian who'd been acting Bouncer had something come up, so the rest of the staff shuffled around a bit, with Shady taking his place and Artie taking hers. Though I was hit with snide comment after joke at my expense about my Friday night, I still had a fairly good time - and I stuck to my usual Diet Dr. Pepper, thank you very much. I had more or less sworn off alcohol for a good while by that point. That's not to say I wouldn't drink in the future, but I didn't plan on _ever _getting that drunk again.

The band had packed up about a half an hour ago, it being close to morning, and had migrated to their break table for the rest of the night. I eyed them from across the club. They were laughing, talking, looking like they were having a good time. Sunny wasn't that drunk tonight but still, I could tell he'd had a few. The jukebox played some song or another in the background as two female fauns waltzed up to Sunny and handed him a drink of some sort. He accepted it and the others didn't even bother to try and stop him. Well they didn't need to, they were done for the night. It still irked me though.

Just then the intro to Pompeii by Bastille poured out of the speakers. From the other side of the bar, Artie grimaced, swearing. At my questioning look, he gestured towards the band's table. I looked to see that alarm had crossed Gaia's face. The other band members immediately dropped their drinks and Sunny was attempting to comfort the increasingly more frantic spirit of spring. "What's the matter?"

Artie sighed resignedly next to me. "You ever notice that this song _never_ plays when Gaia's here?" I nodded absently. Over at their table, Gaia was in tears. Shady, Dollie and Annie had all rushed over to them to try and calm her down. Sunny was angrily glaring around the club, looking for something. "This song reminds her of how she died. No one's cruel enough to put Gaia through that." I wanted to run over there too. Gaia was one of the nicest, sweetest people I knew, so I understood completely why no one would want to make her cry. "Well, there is one person..." Sunny's eyes locked on someone to my right.

He stood up so quick that his chair toppled over. Gaia looked up to see why he'd stood up, and then followed his eyes to whoever he was looking at. Her face went from tearstained grief, to enraged fury in less than a second. Mors and Shady had to go from patting her reassuringly to holding her down. I'd only ever seen her that mad once, and it was when I'd mentioned the spirit of summer... who's name I still didn't know. I followed their gaze to see a woman who looked to be in her mid thirties standing about twenty feet away from me. She had thick, curly black hair and a wide nose, she was wearing a patterned sarong and had scores of tribal tattoos. _Is she the spirit of summer?_

The entire club had quieted down. Seriously, the only thing you could hear was the music playing and a few shuffling feet that were trying to get a better look. Gaia broke free of the two immortals who held her down and tried to rush at the woman. Sunny caught her by the arm and the rage on her face disappeared long enough for her to glance up at him. He said something like, 'I'll take care of this.' I could see that she was still beyond pissed, but she stepped back without complaint.

Sunny stalked towards the woman. To her credit, she didn't look even the slightest bit nervous, standing there holding a drink. Actually, she had a smug smile on her face that made _me_ want to punch her. I had no doubt that she was the one who'd played the song. Sunny was still halfway across the room when the woman in red started yelling towards him. "What's the matter Sunny? Don't tell me Gaia's still upset? It's been over two thousand years!" Sunny, for once, wasn't smoldering. He wasn't even smiling. He was probably more intimidating now than he'd been that first night I'd met him. "And you're still her little guard dog. How cute." Gaia's anger flashed again at that comment, I could see it on her face. I glanced back Artie to see that both he and Goliath were grimacing, looking like they knew exactly what was going down.

Sunny got to her and stood, staring down at her, looking almost bloodthirsty. He opened his mouth to speak, but had to force the words through gritted teeth. "Out. Side." His voice came out low, quiet, and beyond ominous. His fists were balled and he was trembling. If I had to guess, I'd say he was trying to hold himself back. Albeit faintly.

The woman met his gaze without blinking. "Why? So you can fight me without getting kicked out of the club?" She smiled up at him in a snarky way. "I don't think so. You see, I just got here, and I want to enjoy my night. Getting hit by a pretty boy isn't on my list of fun things to do." I had to admit, if she wasn't such a bitch, I'd commend her for her boldness. However, she made Gaia cry, and for that, there is no forgiveness. So I was rooting for Sunny.

Mors looked over at Annie who was standing behind Sunny, and I could faintly hear their exchange of words. "I think the band's gonna be out for a week."

Annie nodded looking resigned. "I thought so."

At that moment, before anyone could move, Sunny hauled off and sucker-punched the woman in the face. She staggered back, a slightly stunned expression on her face. She stared at Sunny in a mix of outrage and amusement. "Well, then. If it's a fight you want..."

She pulled her arm back, fire appearing in her hand, but before she could do anything, Annie was there, between the two of them. One hand was on Sunny's chest, the other on the woman's wrist. "Both of you, out!"

Sunny took that statement as a go ahead to grab the woman by the arm and drag her out the back door into the empty lot behind the club. A good number of immortals followed them out the door to see the fight, though many stayed inside for fear of getting hit with any stray attacks. Gaia stayed where she was, caught between going to help, and not wanting to see the woman, I'm sure. The song hadn't even stopped playing through yet.

I turned to Artie, slightly dazed by what I'd just seen. "Um... who was that?" I gestured towards the back door where Sunny and the mystery woman had left through.

He sighed as he went back to wiping the bar as he'd been doing before all of that went down. "That, was Pele. The spirit of summer and one of the most hated immortals around."

"Pele?" He nodded. "Crap." Pele was the goddess of fire and volcanoes in Hawaiian mythology. In every single account she was shown to have a volatile temper and horrible anger management issues. _It seems as if they definitely pegged her._ "_She's_ the spirit of summer?"

"Yep."

"Okay, I now like snow _far_ more than warm weather."

Artie chuckled. "That's the most common response to seeing her. Well, except for how a lot of us aren't as fond of Jack Frost either, being the prankster that he is." He shrugged. "Most of us that frequent Legends prefer spring, simply because you can't hate Gaia."

"I'll second that." I looked at the immortal in question, immediately deciding to go and comfort her. I set my drink on the bar top and shot Artie one last glance, to which he shot an encouraging smile. I made my way through the notably more empty club and over to the spirit of spring. Up close I could see that she still had tearstreaks on her face, as well faint anger marred her usually pleasant demeanor. "Gaia?" She glanced at me, somewhat absently. "You okay?"

She wiped at her face. "Not really, no." I puled her into a hug, inciting a smile from the shorter woman, even if it was watery. "Thanks, Story." Still enveloped by my hug, she glanced towards the back door, frowning. "I should probably go and make sure he doesn't burn down half of the block."

I let her go. "You want some backup?" If the way those two had been glaring at each other earlier was any indication, the fight was going to be a knock-down drag-out.

She side-eyed me. "Are you sure?"

"Yeah."

She sighed – almost in a relieved way – and set her shoulders. "Alright," She looked at me again and I could see that, even though she was reluctant to walk out that door – though she knew she had to, she was happy that someone else was gonna help her. Eyes say a lot. "Let's go."

She took the lead, and I followed her to the backdoor. I'd actually never seen the back lot. Hey, I'd always used the front door. I was slightly interested in what it looked like, but I was more concerned with seeing how the fight was going… Don't judge me. An immortal fight was usually pretty epic by anyone's standards, and I'd never seen one in person before. Actually, I'd never seen a fight in person before _period_. I'd never been in one either. I'd seen arguments yeah, but no full-fledged fights. And sparring didn't count.

When Gaia opened the back door, I was hit with a wall of heat. I squinted through my now watering eyes to see a veritable inferno not ten feet from the club – in the middle of which were two immortals enveloped in flames.

My jaw dropped. Sunny and Pele were really going at it. Neither was letting up for a second and both were hurling fireballs at one another in rapid-fire succession. Seriously I was almost scared for my safety. A few immortals were running defense around the perimeter of the fight, trying to keep stray shots from hitting the neighboring buildings while Mors and Shady were trying to break up the fight to no avail.

Gaia paused for a second and I could see her anger rise up again. I bumped her shoulder with my own and she jerked a little, blinking. "Right." We shoved our way over to Mors and Shady. Gaia had to shout to be heard over the cheering immortal spectators as well as the noise of the fight itself. "I'm getting Sunny out of here!"

Shady shook her head, raising her arms in surrender. "Good luck!"

Gaia turned to the fight, raising her arms slightly. I saw the flowers and vines in her hair grow larger quite literally before my eyes. My eyebrows rose a little. I'd never seen Gaia's powers in action before… nor had I ever seen flowers grow so quickly. I looked back at the fight to see that vines were growing out of the ground around Pele.

The immortal in question noticed and searched the crowd for Gaia. Her eyes narrowed once they landed on us and I shivered. _Remind me to _never _piss her off!_ Good god, she had genocide in her eyes, forget murder. She growled at us. "Ua make 'oe kali lolo!" I understood one word of that, 'lolo', which is stupid in Hawaiian. That word basically told me that Pele had just insulted Gaia.

Gaia, without missing a beat, retorted while catching the spirit of summer around the ankles. "Ánte gamí̱sou, o Pelé." Now it was in Greek so I didn't know what she said, but I'd assume it was a choice rebuttal. Her vines continued to wind themselves around the other woman as Gaia walked over to Sunny.

He staggered a bit, though whether from the fight or from the alcohol I didn't know. "I have this handled, Gaia."

"We're going home." She stepped inside of the vines growing around Sunny. It was a wider almost circle and these ones weren't trying to catch Sunny – at least that's what it looked like anyway. I'd followed her, feeling like I wasn't really providing as much 'back up' as I thought I would. I stepped into the ring of vines as well, noting that they were starting to form what looked like a cage.

"No! I'm not letting her get off this easy! Not after what she just pulled in there!" He stabbed his finger at Pele. I glanced over at her to see that she was torching the vines that held her to the ground. A cursory glance revealed that a significant portion of the spectating immortals had gone back inside, the rest following fairly quickly.

"I'm not letting you get hurt on my behalf!" The vines around us got a lot thicker real quick. I'd have been nervous, except that I knew Gaia wasn't about to hurt anyone – not even Pele.

From outside our little circle Pele screamed at us. "Don't you dare go running away like always, you little kali! Stay and fight for once in your life!"

Gaia's jaw clenched and, for the first time since meeting either of the immortals next to me, I saw a glimpse of a resemblance between the two of them. Gaia didn't deign to look at Pele, which only seemed to infuriate her more. However, she did grow a few vines out to hold Sunny back from leaping out to finish what he'd started. He shot her a look. "Gaia!"

While those two were death glaring each other I kept an eye on Pele. It was a good thing I did because I was the only one in our group who saw her pull her arm back and conjure a fireball. Even though a part of me cringed at what I was about to sacrifice, I pulled a wall of pages – praying that most were blank and unused. The fireball hit the wall instead of us and it almost immediately combusted in a fiery inferno. I cringed at the loss of the little bits of stories but I didn't have long to grieve because the vines completely enclosed us then.

Gaia turned around, blinking in surprise. "Story, did you… ?" I nodded. "I'm sorry."

I shrugged. "It bought us a few seconds." I looked around at the cocoon that the vines made. "So… is this supposed to protect us, or…" I trailed off as the vines looked like they were fusing with each other.

"No, it's how I get from one place to another in a timely fashion." My jaw was hanging as what used to be vines started looking like giant flower petals. I was rendered temporarily speechless as the walls started to fall away and our little transport cocoon opened up. 


	31. Aftermath at the Temple of Ra

I squinted a little at the drastic change in light. Back in New York it was still night – or at least the sun hadn't come up yet. Wherever we were now it was bright enough to be close to noon. When the petals hit the ground we were standing inside a giant flower – I couldn't tell you what kind – surrounded by the biggest garden I'd ever seen. The only reason I knew it was a garden was that I could see a roof a few hundred feet above us with mirrors scattered across it, refracting light back and forth.

While I was awestruck, Sunny angrily shrugged off the vines that had been holding him down and stormed off. I glanced at Gaia, who watched Sunny leave looking resigned. She shook her head and sighed. "What I wouldn't give to actually let him throttle her."

"Then why stop him?" Hell if I had a beef with someone and Jack or Sam offered to fight them for me – and I couldn't do it myself – I'd let them have at it. I mean I fight my own battles, but I wouldn't put down help from one of my boys.

"Because I've let him in the past and it never really ends. Either he gets hurt and loses the fight, or we both do. And if he wins and she's the one limping home then she just gets madder and comes after us trying to mend her ego." She shook her head again. "That's most of why I'm a pacifist. Fighting doesn't solve anything permanently." Her eyes got distant for a second. "But I've seriously considered making an exception for her."

"Well I commend you for keeping your resolve to not kill the person who you obviously hate more than anyone else alive." I glanced around again, trying to see the end of the room… and failing. "Where _are_ we anyway?"

"Mine and Sunny's home." She gestured around at the endless garden. "This is my Eden. Not _the _Eden but it's just as good in my opinion." She smiled slightly, pride at her oasis shining though the last bit of her anger.

"How big is it?" I couldn't stop looking at Eden. It was just so dang _huge_. Now, having been to Berzee and living in Sequoia National Park, giant gardens weren't all that out of the ordinary for me, but Eden was _inside_. That in and of itself astounded me.

"About a mile square. I have as many different plants in here as possible, though some require specific climates so there are adjacent rooms specifically for those ones. As well I have a separate room for crops. Sunny and I haven't had to scavenge food for millennia."

_A… mile… Say what?!_ And I thought the Warren and North Pole were big, this was just Gaia's garden. I didn't even know how big the rest of the complex was. While my mind was still wrapping around the size of this place, I asked another question I'd had. "What's with the mirrors?"

"They reflect sunlight in from a number of different areas, that's how our whole home is lit. When the sun goes down and we need to see Sunny lights up a few of the source areas, but during daylight hours the mirrors do the work for us."

"That's… really cool, actually." I looked at her. "The ancient Egyptians used to do that to see inside their buildings."

Gaia smiled. "Yeah, Sunny gave them the idea. He figured the system out a few hundred years before they did."

My jaw dropped once more. "_Sunny _taught ancient Egypt something? Well, no, never mind, he was one of their deities." I often forgot that Sunny had been considered not one, but multiple gods in years past. The rock star that he was _currently_ just didn't jive with the image of Ra or Helios, you know? Plus I didn't really feel as if he could be revered when he was drunk.

"Yeah…" She reached down and cupped a flower in her hand, plucking it from the bush and sticking it in her hair. A new flower took its place almost immediately. I blinked a few times at the sight. _I really need to try and get used to magic. _

She played with a few strands of her hair for a moment while I looked around more. "So… where are we, exactly? You know, in the world."

"Egypt." I shot her a look. "The main entrance – the mundane one anyway – is hidden in the tomb of Khafre. He was a close friend of Sunny and an avid believer. Sunny had his home here before but when the Pyramids were built he extend it to where they were to be positioned. My gardens are at the far end."

"But… how…" Not only were we in the middle of freaking Egypt, but the Pyramids of Giza were one of the biggest tourist attractions in the world. How in _hell _had no one found this place yet?! There must be a pretty huge number of wards for no one to stumble on a building _this _big.

She giggled at my dumbstruckness. "We're underground. About two miles below the surface, in fact."

I think my face froze for a second. I know my jaw was hanging and my eyes were bugging. I blinked and slowly looked up at the ceiling. _Two… miles…_ It was warm, and I was standing in the middle of a forest… yet we were two _miles _underground… _This is the world I live in._ "O… kay, then." I looked around again, it really was beautiful.

"I was impressed too, the first time I came here." I glanced at her, noting that she was looking around, not seeming to really see what was in front of her. "I'd been immortal for a few years, wandering the world, getting the hang of my powers," she glanced at me. "The standard. Sunny spent as much time with me as he could. He didn't want me to feel alone or for me to become too consumed by my sadness over how I'd died. However, back then he was still a widely worshiped immortal, so between jumping from one of the various cultures to another, he didn't have much free time. Though a few thought I was a goddess and so I was able to go with him from time to time."

She looked down at the ground, smiling a little as she absently ran her fingers over a leaf on the bush next to her. "One day, Sunny told me that he had a surprise for me and carted me across the sea to this desert of a kingdom. And then he brought me down here." She smiled, chuckling a little. "I didn't really like it at first. We were underground and the walls were all sandstone, there was no way for me to grow anything. He set me up in one of the guest rooms, gave me all the amenities."

"Wait, there are guest rooms?"

She nodded. "Oh yes. There are fourteen. Though they used to be servant's quarters, now they're for if we ever have anyone over. Mors often stays in one of them, as well as Anubis and Bastet whenever they're in the area and want to stop in for a visit." She shrugged, smiling in a nostalgic way. "I was in my room for a year, if I remember correctly. Eventually, Sunny said he had one more surprise for me. He pulled me out of my room and down the hall, towards what I had always thought was a dead end."

She shook her head. "But no, it ended here. It was a cavernous space with a few feet of soil lining the floor. In the far right corner was an archway that lead to a smaller room. Sunny explained that soon after I had become immortal, he had gotten to work building this space. Well, _builders_ had excavated it, Sunny helped when he could. He felt that I should have my own place to call home, one that was close to family, but secure and near enough to my believers that I wouldn't have too far to travel." She grinned. "It was one of the first things that made me truly happy after reawakening as an immortal."

Her smile turned faintly bitter for a moment and I saw it wobble. "I spent the next decade or so collecting and transporting plants from across the globe. I had Sunny build on five extra rooms so that I could have the alternate climates, though those presented challenges. Jack actually helped with the tundra climate." She smiled again. "Though I still tweak everything now and again, it took me near a century to create the Eden you now see." She raised her arms and gestured around us.

I followed her gaze for a moment before looking at her again. "He really cares about you."

She smiled a little, in a slightly bittersweet way. "He does. I'm the only family he has. He's lost everything that he used to have so much of." She shook her head, her smile disappearing. "He was a god in more cultures than there are landmasses in the world. He was worshiped by billions, believed in – truly – by millions. There was a time when he had more believers than the Guardians. But with the spread of Christianity he lost believers one by one 'til there were very few real believers left. I felt the loss as well, but the Native Americans _still_ believe in me, they got me through all of this." She shook her head again. "Sunny lost everything he had. Everything he'd spent so long building up. He misses it, that's a little of why he likes being the lead singer for Legends so much. It's a little like how it used to be for him, it's as close as he's going to get."

I could have made a snarky comment or sarcastic joke, but I didn't because feels. Instead I shook my head, leaning against a nearby tree as I did. "I can't imagine losing that many believers. I don't blame him for the rock star act though, knowing that now." I crossed my arms.

"It was hard on him. It wasn't the first time he lost everything, though I don't know if that made it more or less bearable in the end. We had since met Mors through Anubis, and Shady through Mors. Right about the time when Christianity had begun wiping out mine and Sunny's believers, they suggested that we start the band at Legends. Sunny had always loved singing regardless. We thought it may be a way to cheer him up." She shrugged again, smiling a little. "It's done the trick more or less."

"So you guys started the band for Sunny?" I hadn't seen that coming. I'd always assumed that Sunny had basically called all of them in because of his ego and lust for attention. Suddenly, Sunny was seeming a lot more human. Well, immortal, but you know what I mean.

Gaia nodded. "We did. But enough of old news, would you like a tour of the Temple of Ra? Beginning with Eden of course."

I smiled at her. "Sure."

Gaia led me through the main section of Eden first – that alone took a few hours. She showed me the adjacent rooms, each having far more extreme climates. One was a desert and savanna with cacti and desert shrubbery and grasses, very hot and very dry. Another was a frozen tundra with evergreens and holly bushes and the very hardy and vigorous plants that dare to brave winter's cold. It reminded me a little of the Sanctuary, just with more plants and a layer of permafrost as opposed to ice. Another room mimicked a tropical rainforest. There were palm trees, and plants I couldn't name even if I tried, it was so humid that the moment I stepped inside I was almost drenched from the air alone – not to mention sweat. There was the farm, or at least where Gaia grew all of the food that she and Sunny consumed. She had every edible crop or medicinal one you could think of, with the few requiring other climates in those rooms. I actually convinced her to give me some crops so I could attempt to do the same.

Another room was dark when we entered. At first I couldn't understand why, until my eyes adjusted and I saw hundreds of flowers in bloom, some of them faintly glowing. These, she explained, were all plants that bloomed at night. They deserved their own space, apparently. Lastly for her section of their shared home, she showed me the original annex that Sunny had provided her with. This one, she explained, was where she had made her room. In it was one of the largest banyan trees I'd ever seen. Surrounding it were plants I'd never seen in any of my travels, or in any movie or anything else like that. I hadn't even seen them at Berzee. Gaia said that these plants were her own creations. They were magical and her favorites. Inside the banyan was a circular room that had a bed as well as the usual bedroom stuff. Her tree put mine to shame.

We then moved out to Sunny's area of their home. There was a long hallway extending so far that I couldn't see the end of it. Along the walls were alabaster pillars – or maybe they were obelisks. I'm not exactly _fully_ up to date on my Egyptian architecture. We passed a bunch of doorways that had darkened rooms beyond them, one was faintly illuminated by something that glowed white, and inside I could make out a bed and some… creepier looking things. I assumed that this was the room that Mors had called dibs on. Then we came to the _real _complex.

The first thing I saw was an archway on either side of the hallway. The one on my right lead to a room featuring a _huge_ banquet table. Across from it was what looked like a miniature coliseum with a section cut away so you could walk straight in. Well, if the coliseum had a giant T.V. on one side of it where bleachers should have been. Gaia leaned over to me when my face read a very confused 'what?' "That's a new addition to the room."

Farther along the hall on the right was an archway that opened into a room filled with musical instruments from every era and part of the globe. "This is the practice room. The band all meets here every so many months to learn new songs and just meet up outside of Legends for a while. Porthos and the other Musketeers usually stay for a day or two because they don't have any means of teleporting, they have to either hitch a ride or walk the whole way."

About ten feet further on the left was the entrance to Sunny's room. It was dark and it seemed like he wasn't in there, so we checked the only other room, which Gaia said was the trophy room. Well, it looked more like a throne room with trophies scattered through it. And sitting on the throne was Sunny with his head in his hands and his arms braced on his legs. "Sunny? Are you okay?" Gaia went up to him and set her hand on his shoulder.

He shook his head groaning. "God I hate when the hangovers kick in."

Gaia smiled a little. "I'll go get the wakeup juice." As she walked past me she shot a smile that read 'it's always like this', before leaving me alone with Sunny.

I waited a moment before heading over to him. I looked at him for a while before I spoke up. In light of the new info I had on him I was all the more determined to know why 'no' wasn't in his vocabulary. He was my friend and he deserved better. "Sunny?"

He looked up, squinting. "Story? What are you doing here?"

"I hitched a ride with you guys, remember?" I nodded over my shoulder. "Gaia's been showing me around for a while. She told me how you had Eden built for her… and about losing all your believers a thousand or so years ago." He glared at me squinting. "She also told me that you won't tell me about the whole 'no' thing until I'm a lot closer to you as a friend. I understand that, and I'm not going to force it. But just so you know, I'm not giving up. I _will _hear this story before I die if it kills me." He just stared at me for a while, silent. "You're a good person, Sunny. A lousy drunk, but a good person… They were right when they told me you weren't as bad as you seemed… I'm sorry for trying to nose my way into your private life. I have a problem with doing that to everybody. I have trust issues so I like to know everything about everyone so I can be informed when I give out my own trust." I shrugged. "I know, I'm weird."

He cracked a half smile, chuckling. "I like you, Story. You're annoying as hell half the time, but you know fun when you see it. And you got pipes too. We're not that different you and I."

I shot a half smile back at him. "No, we're not."

It was then that Gaia came back with what looked like the same concoction that Sam had made for me just yesterday. I grimaced a little, remembering the taste. She handed the first cup to Sunny who downed it in one gulp. My eyes widened a bit but then it occurred to me that he probably drank this every morning. Which actually made me shudder a little, because I couldn't imagine having to drink it _every day._

They went through the other two cups, Sunny downing them as quickly as the first. When he set the last cup on the plate that Gaia had brought them in on, he looked at me again. "So, Gaia gave you the tour?"

I nodded. "She did. Only thing I didn't see was your room."

He pushed himself up until he was standing. "Well, let's keep it that way. I'm picky with who I let inside of my bedroom."

They showed me to the exit together. It was a long walk, but as I couldn't teleport I had to get out in the open first in order to go anywhere. The hallway continued for a while before veering to the left and turning into stairs. That's where Sunny and Gaia turned back. They gave me directions for the rest of the way and that was that. Gaia shot me a glance and smiled before leaving. Sunny lagged behind a bit, sauntering with his hands in his pockets, the hangover cure having taken effect mostly by then. A few moments after Gaia's glance, he looked back over his shoulder and winked at me, mouthing 'thanks' as he did.

I blinked at that. Sunny wasn't the kind of person to say thank you. Well, not usually. However, now that I thought about it, it could have actually been for any number of things. Sticking up for Gaia, standing with her as back up even if it was mostly moral support. Not going into his room was a viable reason. Or, it could be because I apologized. It could have been all of it, really. Sunny was weird, he was the kind of weird I mostly understood – now – but he was still weird. Yes I know that there's a little hypocrisy there in the fact that I'm the one saying that, but still.

Regardless, Sunny turned and they headed away. When they were about a hundred feet away, I looked at the stairs, dreading the climb. There was a reason I always flew up to the Treehouse. I hate stairs, especially when they're in obscene numbers. Then again, that's because I'm lazy and I hate exercise. I sighed and started up the steps. If we were two miles below ground then I had a ways to climb.

On my way up, I thought back on what Gaia had told me about. Not just the part of her story involving Sunny but the mention to becoming immortal. That coupled with everything from earlier back at the club got my wheels turning.

Pele was a bitch hole. That was obvious. She was sadistic and anyone who hated Gaia had to hate everyone so she couldn't have many friends. The song that had played was Pompeii by Bastille. The song was made for the movie of the same name – which I had never actually gotten around to seeing, much to my own dismay – but it wasn't necessarily _about_ the incident, though it did make you think about disaster and struggle if you listened to the words.

That song, paired with Pele's comments and the fact that she was a volcano goddess gave me some idea as to how Gaia must have died. I'd asked Jack in the past how old Gaia was and he knew that she was older than two thousand but he didn't know the exact number. Even the numbers added up.

I sighed, shaking my head. It really must have been horrible. I knew enough about the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius from my intense interest in Mediterranean cultures and mythology. It was one of the eras in history I was drawn to, like Salem, Ancient Egypt, and so many more. If Gaia died in the eruption like I suspected then it meant she was buried alive by pyroclastic flow.

I shook my head again. Why did so many immortals have to die violently? Jack drowned in freezing water – and Korri drowned too, Gaia was buried alive, Shady was murdered by her own sister; I'd count my own death, but mine was more ironically tragic than anything else. I mean it was a car crash on a road I'd driven on hundreds of times, in weather that was common where I was from. I never did find out who that other driver was though. I didn't really care by this point, I mean I came out of it for the better, so…

It made me wonder how some of my other friends had died. Sunny, Sam, Mosy – I'd probably find out in the future, but still, if they followed the trend then they wouldn't be pretty. God knows how Mors died. The other Guardians were lucky – they had become immortal while they were still alive. It's ironic that the Guardian that no one can stand is the one who can relate most to how the rest of us became who we are.

It was times when I thought of stuff like this that I kinda agreed with the immortals who didn't like Manny. But it also made sense why some of us had amnesia for a few years after taking on our new personas. Even though having no memories hurts, it's worse, in some cases, to remember. I know that Jack is resentful to an extent for Manny taking his memories away, but I think he understands why Manny did what he did. I do.

Before long, my musings gave way to the Subterranean Chamber. I knew the setup of the inner workings of the great pyramid to know that the lowest room was underground and – now that I knew what was down here - why this chamber was underground in the first place. It was a similar glamour that was at the base of Big Guy, but once I'd passed through it felt solid from the other side. Weird, but I figured there was a way to get back in. _I'll figure it out later. _I made my way up and out of the pyramid into the stark light of midday.

The desert sand reflected the light into my eyes so that I was blinded for a moment. After blinking repeatedly, I could see a swarm of tourists clustered around the site, snapping pictures and gaping at the structures. I didn't need to imitate them with my own inner tourist, I'd stopped here years ago when I was busy crossing things off of my bucket list. I never thought that an immortals home was under the sand though – let alone the home of someone I _knew_.

I stumbled my way down to the base of the pyramid, avoiding tourists as I did. I could see the city only a few hundred feet away off to my right and what looked like busses were carting out more and more tourists as I watched. When I was out of the way enough, I called my wings and took off. I didn't like forming them when I was around people for two reasons. One, if they were immortal, they'd be in the way. Two, if they were mortal, they could walk through them and it'd feel like they walked through me. Not pretty to say the least. So no matter who I was around, I made sure I had space when I formed my wings.

Now that I'd resolved everything with Sunny – more or less – and Pitch – more or less, I was more or less free to do whatever again. There were a few friends that I hadn't seen in quite a while, and so after a minute of speculating I turned myself to the south. A few hours of flying later, I was finally over Antarctica and able to find my way to the entrance to my former place of residence. The past few years I'd started using the big opening because I could land easier than having to fall through the opening with no wings. Why I couldn't have thought of that back when I still lived there, I'll never know.

As my wings fluttered away I snatched one of the pages from the air. After following the usual procedure to make it work, I sent the plane I'd turned it into off to find Sel and report back to me where she was. As it disappeared down the main domestic hallway – the one leading to the library, kitchen, and what have you – I took a stroll down the secondary domestic one – the one that lead to the bedrooms.

The first door on the left looked exactly as it had every other time I'd seen it. That it so say, thick, mahogany, closed, and locked. Though Korri was now spending just as much time at Ken's abode as she was here, I'd never seen her door open – whether she was here or not. Then came Del's doorway. Inside I could see – and hear for that matter – the sleeping mountain's form, snoring and making the walls and floor vibrate. I smiled slightly and shook my head. Del _was _still a reptile and was partly cold blooded, it still being polar night – albeit the tail end – was sort of an indication of hibernation season. But still, it was reassuring in a faintly funny way to see that Del was his usual lazy self.

I stepped across the hall and peeked my head into my old room. As weird as it had been to look at it without all of my stuff that day that I'd moved out, it was almost weirder to look at it now. I mean, I'd spent more than half a decade living out of this room… It was small. Smaller than I remembered. Now, I may not have the biggest house in the world – especially not by Immortal standards – but this room was a lot smaller than it had seemed when I'd been living in it. The bed and closet were still where they had been – they were carved out of ice, where would they go – but the trunk had since disappeared back into Sel's room. It was weird to think that it had once felt cozy, but now just looked almost sad… Nostalgia's weird like that, I guess.

About then my plane came back and flapped its wings at me as if asking me to follow it. Recently, my planes had started seeming to have personalities to them, like they were sentient to an extent. Sort of like Big Guy. It had weirded me out at first but now I was just kind of going with it. I mean, I'd been Immortal for twenty years now, my powers were bound to grow at some point right? But yeah, they acted like the winds but without a voice. So it was more familiar and cute than creepy to be honest.

I followed it down the hall to Sel's room where it disappeared through the curtains that still acted as a door. A while back I'd asked why she didn't just have a door – she wanted privacy after all, a door would do the trick better. She had told me that she used to have one – Korri's actually – but it was cumbersome and heavy and she'd caught her wings on it more times than she could count and so she'd switched to the curtains. Which I swept aside as I entered the room. "Knock, knock."

I glanced around looking for either the plane or Sel and found the plane frantically pointing at something I couldn't see up on a ledge. Sel's tail curled down over the edge a moment before her face appeared squinting and with massive bead head. She inspected the plane for a moment before blinking and looking around. I could tell that I'd just woken her up. I felt a little bad about that.

When her eyes finally landed on me and recognition lit up her face, her wings whooshed open in surprise as her eyebrows shot skywards. "Story?!" She almost tumbled off of the ledge in her haste to engulf me in a hug – which I returned. "What are you doing here?! Why did you not tell me you were coming? Jack was looking everywhere for you! Where have you been? Why did you not answer _any _of the notes we sent you – Del'Ket has been so worried that he has barely eaten –"

"_Sel._ Calm down." I grabbed her by her shoulders and stared her down for a moment, trying to make sure she had a breath. When I saw her relax a little I let her go. "I'm here because I haven't seen you and Del in a while. I hadn't planned on coming it was kinda spur of the moment. And I know, Jack already chased me down and filled me in. Long story short, I was passed out all weekend from a bet." I paused for a second after answering all of her questions. Her last comment sunk in once I'd taken a breath myself. "I'm sorry I worried you two. And Jack, but I already apologized to him."

"Story, do you know what has been happening? When you vanished Jack was frantic. Del'Ket has barely slept or eaten since Jack first informed us that you were missing – as well as telling us all of the other details. It is only now both Del'Ket and I have managed to sleep a wink."

I winced in guilt. "Sorry for waking you up."

She shook her head, once more pulling me into a hug. "It does not matter. You are safe and I did manage enough sleep to feel rested if not _well_ rested. Though I do believe we should let Del'Ket sleep. You had better stick around until he wakes up though, if only to prove that you are alright." She sighed in what I'm going to say was relief. "Now, what happened? And none of this 'long story short' nonsense, you should know better than that by now."

I took a breath. What was this, the tenth time I'd had to relive my embarrassment? "Friday I was at Legends, Sunny wasn't drunk yet but he came to get ones for the other band members. I was sitting at the bar and I started talking to him and he mentioned that _I _have an ego, which made me indignant for good reason. I mean, come on, we all call him the Great Ego! Anyway so I shot back at him and it turned into an argument. I don't like arguing with him, Sel, I really don't. He's a good guy when he's not drunk."

"Yet he is almost always drunk."

"Exactly. Anyway I tried asking him – yet again – why he never says no, and he skated around an answer _again._ Then he said something like I couldn't criticize his drunk behavior when I'd never been drunk myself… So I kinda… got more drunk than Mors on an off night for the band." I grimaced in embarrassment, fully expecting to get a lecture from Sel. One not unlike a disappointed parent.

Instead her eyebrows rose. "You did what?"

"I got so drunk that when Sam came to my rescue he had to – literally – carry me back to his place where I remained unconscious until Sunday afternoon. Which is also where Jack found me, explained to me what was going on, and then proceeded to brainstorm with Sam about ideas on who or what is doing whatever is being done to make immortals disappear." I nodded over my shoulder. "I went back to legends to see if my stunt had paid off and ended up heading home with Sunny and Gaia. I just came from their place."

"And _did_ you getting so drunk that you were in a coma pay off?"

"Sort of. Not in the way I thought, but close enough." I thought back on the past weekend, and something occurred to me. It had been bugging me ever since the winds gave me the heads up that Jack was looking for me, but I hadn't noticed really until now. "Hey, how did you guys know I was missing?"

"Jack told us, I would have thought that would have been obvious." Sel sat down on a nearby bench/couch/thingy as she spoke.

"Yeah I know that, but I mean how did Jack know? It was only two days between when I went AWOL and when Jack found me. Not even two days, a day and a half. How is gone for a few hours considered missing?"

"Did you not know? Jack often uses the winds to keep track of you. Whenever he has a free moment he is asking them what you are up to, where you are, how you are doing. It is almost as if he sees them as his own version of… what is that thing that mortals have been using for the past few decades, facespace?"

"Facebook. And Myspace, but no one's used Myspace since Facebook took over." After I corrected her while simultaneously answering her question, what she said hit me. "Wait… Jack is supernatural _Facebook stalking _me? What the hell?! Does he think I can't take care of myself or something! What right in hell does he have for a supernatural private eye to be watching me?!" It was creepy. I mean yeah, Jack was my best friend, but to know that he wanted to know what I was doing twenty-four seven was like finding out that the creepy kid from school was your secret admirer, had been spying on you and had a secret shrine to you in his closet at home… Okay, well maybe not that weird but still.

"No, Story he is not _stalking_ you. He misses you. You are his best friend. Ever since he became a Guardian he has not had much time to spend with Sam – as is evident from the fact that you didn't even know who he was until years after you had met Jack. But even with his busy schedule, you always seemed to be there whenever he wanted to spend time with someone other than Del'Ket and myself. You were and are still up for anything. Any game, any event, any trip, but since you moved away he does not see you nearly as often as he used to."

"Well yeah, because I used to live down the hall."

"And now you live halfway across the globe and you have no excuse to see him as often as he would like. So he keeps tabs on you so that he feels as if he is spending more time with you then he really is. As strange a method as it may sound."

"Damn." Well that explanation had completely changed my opinion of his spying on me. "If you're right then that makes me the bad guy."

Sel nodded a bit. "We all understand why. It is not your fault. Though, to answer your earlier question, at some point on Saturday morning, Jack casually asked the winds what it was you were up to and they said that you were nowhere to be found. Jack, having just learned of the vanishing immortals was rightfully concerned. That concern turned to worry the longer it took you to respond to any of our letters."

I grimaced again. "Did I say I was sorry?"


End file.
